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ABSTRACT
Test anxiety among students at all levels is a well-documented phenomenon. Academic
English learners, however, such as those who enroll in for-credit academic classes in California
community colleges, face issues specific to their situation. Most notably, these students are often
unfamiliar with the multiple-choice question (MCQ) test format, which is common in the United
States but not as frequently utilized in in other countries. Students thus lack knowledge of the
specific strategies and approaches that can help them successfully complete an assessment
offered in this format. Both test anxiety and cultural unfamiliarity with assessment formats can
prevent students from exhibiting their true language skills, and this in turn can hinder their
academic and career progress. This field project addresses the specific needs of academic ESL
students facing MCQ assessments. It aims to give students the test skills and tools they need to
approach multiple-choice questions on grammar and reading with confidence. The project
consists of a curriculum for three one-hour workshops. The first addresses general test-taking
skills, while the other two discuss reading assessment strategies and grammar assessment
strategies respectively. Each workshop also contains a discussion section where students can
engage in peer-to-peer learning with each other. The hour-long workshops can be presented as
stand-alone sessions or incorporated into class lesson time as apparopriate. Lesson plans and
worksheets for all three workshops are compiled into a printable manual for the instructor.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem

ESL students pursuing college-level academic work face many challenges. Among them are
the various evaluations and assessments they must face. In many cases, these assessments will
take the form of a multiple-choice question (MCQ) test. This format is widely used across a
variety of academic disciplines in the United States.
ESL students’ relative unfamiliarity with the MCQ format may hamper their assessment
performance. In the United States, the multiple-choice test format is widespread for a number of
reasons. It is easy to administer and can be computer-graded for efficiency and time savings. It is
also considered more objective than other assessment methods such as evaluating written essays,
where rater bias could be a factor. Testing in general has also been shown to aid retention of
material and thus act as a classroom instruction aid (McDaniel et al., 2007). This enhanced
retention is a form of positive washback, which is the effect on future behavior taking a test has
on students. However, while the MCQ format might be familiar to the point of banality to
students who have spent their entire educational lives in the U.S. school system, it is not
necessarily as widespread in other parts of the world. Many international students come from
educational backgrounds where multiple-choice questions are not utilized as heavily as in the
U.S. (Cohen, 1994). As a result, some immigrants and international students entering
community-college level ESL classes find themselves facing the MCQ format for the first time
in the form of a placement test. Still others have encountered MCQ exams before but have not
yet grown comfortable with them; they do not feel they possess a mastery of the form. In
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addition, several studies show that international students, immigrants, women, and other groups
exhibit higher levels of test anxiety as a whole when compared to the population of white, male,
native English speakers (Hembree, 1988; Núñez-Peña et al., 2016; Salehi & Marefat, 2014). ESL
students in for-credit academic courses can thus exhibit high levels of test anxiety when
confronted with multiple-choice exams, especially final exams, due to a multiplicity of factors
including unfamiliarity with multiple-choice test formats and because of the inherent high stakes
of summative language testing. High test anxiety and the cognitive impairments that it fosters
can distort the picture of second-language achievement that MCQ assessments are attempting to
capture, reducing the accuracy and reliability of the assessment instrument. When test anxiety is
reduced, on the other hand, test results will be a more accurate reflection of a student’s true
language abilities.

Purpose of the Project

The project teaches ESL students in academic courses stress management and relaxation
techniques to alleviate MCQ test anxiety, as well as strategies to approach multiple-choice
questions so that they become familiar and comfortable with the test format.
To that end, the project consists of a curriculum for three hour-long workshops, one
focusing on general test-anxiety-reduction techniques and MCQ strategies; a second focused
specifically on strategies for grammar tests, and a third focusing on strategies for reading
comprehension tests. All three workshops mix pre-test preparation, physiological stress
management techniques and cognitive and metacognitive strategies to use during the test period
itself.
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These workshops were developed to be offered as part of City College of San Francisco’s
(CCSF) workshop series for ESL students, which is administered by the Center for Language
and Academic Development (CLAD). Workshops are typically 50 minutes long. CLAD offers
both students and instructors the opportunity to focus on specific, limited topics that may be
beyond the scope of in-class instruction. Teaching test preparation skills in workshop format
prevents negative washback in the form of “teaching to the test” or focusing too much class time
on test preparation. The workshop curriculum itself, however, is portable to any academic ESL
setting, including but not limited to use as in-class lesson plans, if needed or desired.

Theoretical Framework
Lowering the affective filter, i.e. reducing classroom anxiety, has been a priority in the ESL
classroom since Stephen Krashen introduced his affective-filter hypothesis. For Krashen, the
affective filter is a self-protective emotional resistance “screen” that manifests as an obstacle to
new knowledge or input reaching the language acquisition part of the brain. One of the variables
that can trigger the affective filter is anxiety (Krashen, 1982).
Much research into both the physiological and the psychological manifestations of anxiety
has taken place over the past several decades since Krashen formulated his theory. Researchers
now distinguish between state anxiety, which is a transitory state of stress and tension, such as
that experienced before a competitive sports match, and trait anxiety, which is described as a
“stable, dispositional tendency” toward anxious thoughts and behavior (Khng, 2017, p. 1502;
Wiedemann, 2001). Panic attacks are another example of transient, or state, anxiety. Test anxiety
is usually considered a manifestation of state anxiety, although underlying trait anxiety may also
contribute to episodes of test anxiety.
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Cognitive performance anxiety is one form of anxiety that often manifests in the classroom.
It is defined as the type of anxiety “that arises during demanding cognitive tasks while people are
or think that they are under evaluation” (Angelidis et al., 2019, p. 2). It can affect working
memory and recall and increase the general cognitive load, slowing down performance
(Angelidis et al., 2019). Test anxiety, in turn, is a specific form of cognitive performance anxiety
that manifests when a student faces some form of academic, psychological, or job-related
assessment. High levels of cognitive performance anxiety have been shown to suppress test
scores in students (Cassady, 2004; McDaniel et al., 2007).
Reducing test anxiety can be seen as one aspect of the larger general goal of lowering the
affective filter in the second-language classroom. Put another way, reducing test anxiety allows
students to learn, retain, and utilize effectively their newly-acquired language knowledge as well
as demonstrate that knowledge in a quantifiable fashion without affective interference and
inhibition. Reducing test anxiety allows students to demonstrate their true levels of language
knowledge, and to be assessed accurately on that knowledge. Students could also be less hesitant
about pursuing their language studies further. Test-taking skills, including relaxation techniques,
thus become another set of tools in the language learner’s cognitive-academic toolbox.
Another important theoretical aspect of the project is peer learning. Each workshop features
discussion time at the end for students to share their own test-taking tips and techniques with
each other. This approach is informed by Vygotsky’s theory of social learning (Vygotsky, 1980);
students develop a body of knowledge with each other, with the workshop leader as facilitator.
More specifically, Topping and Ehrly’s (1998) conceptualization of peer-assisted learning (PAL)
and specifically peer education, which they define as “"peers offering credible and reliable
information about sensitive life issues and the opportunity to discuss this in an informal peer
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group setting” (p. 7), is used to inform the workshop structure. Topping and Ehrly see PAL as a
complement or adjunct to more traditional forms of teacher-led education. Peer education in
particular adds the richness of multiple personal experiences and also empowers students
“democratically to take responsibility for their own learning” (Topping & Ehrly, 1998, p. xv). If
it’s true that “in general, effective approaches of managing anxiety involve taking active steps to
help test-takers feel in control in anxiety-producing situations,” (Chittooran & Miles, 2001, p.
17) then peer education allows students to share those strategies that have helped them feel a
modicum of control in prior test-taking situations; in fact, the very act of sharing with a peer
reinforces that sense of control and, thus, contributes to anxiety reduction for both parties in this
exchange.

Significance of the Project
Community college for-credit ESL classes are designed not only to teach academic English
skills to non-native English students, but to prepare them for academic coursework outside the
ESL department. Therefore, preparing students to encounter with confidence the kinds of
traditional assessments such as MCQ tests used by other academic disciplines and professional
certifying bodies can be seen as part and parcel of the project of facilitating students’ academic
and career readiness.
Taming test anxiety can be tackled from a number of different angles. Relaxation techniques
such as deep breathing help with the physiological symptoms of test anxiety (Clinton & Meester,
2019; Jerath et al., 2015; Khng, 2017; Ma et al., 2017). Teachers can help familiarize students
with the multiple-choice format and types of questions usually included in exams (Blackey,
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2009). Andrew Cohen in Assessing Language Ability in the Classroom (1994) states that it is
“valuable for teachers to spend a small amount of time in practice exercises to help learners
familiarize themselves with test-taking strategies,” going on to say that instructors should
emphasize “those strategies that help [students] to demonstrate their true skills in the language.”
(p. 157) Although Cohen discourages “test-wiseness strategies that help learners get by,”
(Cohen, 1994, p. 157) judicious use of such strategies can also help students reduce test anxiety
by giving them simple tools to approach individual test items with a modicum of confidence
(Amer, 1993; Blackey, 2009). A multi-modal approach is needed to help lower test anxiety,
familiarize students with the multiple-choice test format, and give them both short-gain tools and
long-gain strategies to approach a multiple-choice format test.
Teaching ESL students in academic courses both relaxation techniques and test-taking
strategies empowers them to approach their exams with increased confidence and comfort. Such
tools will serve them in their academic pursuits once they leave ESL classes as well, since
multiple-choice tests remain common assessment tools in science, nursing and medicine,
engineering, and other disciplines. Curricular interventions to reduce test anxiety and therefore
reduce cognitive stress and its deleterious effects on working memory, language production, and
academic performance can only assist both students and teachers in furthering L2 language
learning as well as assessing progress in L2 acquisition accurately.
While there is growing interest in utilizing alternative (i.e. non-test) assessments both in and
out of the ESL classroom, implementation of these alternatives remains sporadic and mostly left
up to the discretion of individual instructors. Larger structural barriers remain, and MCQ-based
tests are likely to remain part of academic life for the foreseeable future. Sooner or later, students
in the U.S. academic system are likely to encounter not one but repeated MCQ assessments. At
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CCSF, students conclude their coursework with a four-hour department-wide final exam that
assesses their reading, writing, and grammar skills. The reading and grammar sections are always
administered in multiple-choice format. A workshop series focusing first on grammar and then
on reading help CCSF for-credit students feel a sense of comfort and preparedness when facing
their department finals. However, the workshops are designed to be portable and provide skills
that can be accessed in any situation where ESL students face MCQ exams. Also, if the
workshop materials and curriculum can be passed on to other instructors, those instructors will
be better equipped to provide interventions to help lessen test anxiety in their students. Spreading
knowledge of easily-taught techniques to address test anxiety can and should be incorporated
into classroom instruction. Such instruction will help community college students approach their
classwork, including assessments both within and outside the ESL classroom, with more
familiarity and confidence.
A final important aspect of this field project is that the workshops were offered free of
charge. In fact, at CCSF, students can take workshops in CLAD and earn lab hours that count
toward their grade. Free, institution-sponsored test-taking workshops provide access to students
who cannot afford to invest in private, commercial test-taking courses or tutors. Private courses
teach some of these same skills – notably test-wiseness strategies – but treat their knowledge as
proprietary. These workshops, in contrast, are intended as the equivalent of open-source
software. Their curriculum is free, portable, and may be modified by whoever adopts them for
use within or outside of a classroom setting. The hope is that explicit instruction in reducing
MCQ test anxiety will become more accessible to all academic ESL students. Since MCQ testtaking is likely to remain a prominent feature of ESL students’ academic experience both in and
out of language classes, explicit instruction in alleviating test anxiety will help both with their
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acute experience when facing a test, and with furthering their longer-term academic goals by
giving them effective strategies with which to approach an MCQ assessment wherever they may
encounter it. In the long run, the more comfortable and confident academic ESL students feel
when faced with a multiple-choice test, the more likely they are to retain, effectively
demonstrate, and utilize their L2 knowledge. This has the potential to positively impact not just
their educational goals, but their career path and even their day-to-day English language
interactions throughout their life as well.

Definition of Terms

CCSF: City College of San Francisco.
CLAD: Center for Language and Academic Development at City College of San Francisco.
Cognitive performance anxiety: A form of anxiety that manifests when a subject must be
evaluated on their performance of a specific task. Test anxiety is one example of cognitive
performance anxiety; other examples include writer’s block, stage fright, and anxiety about
public speaking. (Angelidis et al., 2019)
MCQ: Multiple-choice question.
Peer-Assisted Learning (PAL): Learning which happens between status equals, i.e. student to
student rather than teacher to student. PAL can appear in various forms such as peer tutoring and
peer assessment; in peer education, students discuss material in a group setting, sharing insights
and experience with each other. (Topping & Ehly, 1998)
State anxiety: Transitory anxiety experienced before a single significant stressful event.
(Wiedemann, 2001)
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Test anxiety: Mental and physiological stress experienced before a test or assessment. Test
anxiety may be classified as either state anxiety or trait anxiety. (Wiedemann, 2001)
Test wiseness: Test-taking strategies that can increase a student’s score without said student
possessing the knowledge needed to produce a correct answer. (Millman et al., 1965)
Trait anxiety: Anxiety as a stable personality trait or experience, or disposition toward anxious
thoughts and symptoms. (Wiedemann, 2001)
Washback: The effect on behavior taking a test has on students. Washback can be either
positive or negative; that is, it can improve student performance, through familiarity or increased
confidence, or it can hamper student performance by discouraging test-takers, or by causing both
students and teachers to focus too heavily on test preparation over a broader focus on mastering
the course material as a whole. (Messick, 1996)
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
Test anxiety has been extensively studied from a number of angles including but not limited
to the fields of education and psychology. Research specific to test anxiety in English learners,
however, is more sparse. Nonetheless, ESL learners face specific issues when facing assessments
that are worth exploring, not the least of which is cultural unfamiliarity with test formats such as
multiple-choice questions.
Test anxiety manifests as both a set of physiological symptoms and a set of cognitive
symptoms (Pekrun & Stephens, 2015). Techniques to counter test anxiety, then, must encompass
strategies to address both areas.
Teaching test-taking strategies is another area that has been extensively discussed in the
field of education. At the same time, ESL-specific research, much less curriculum, is still
lacking. Developing test-taking materials for countering ESL students’ test anxiety requires
examining related issues of test-wiseness and the ethics of test preparation.

Test Anxiety In and Out of the ESL/EFL Classroom

The literature on test anxiety is extensive, dating back to Mandler & Sarason’s 1952 article
in which the researchers developed the Test Anxiety Scale, which remains an important tool
today used to quantitatively measure, rate and categorize the level of test anxiety any given
individual may experience. Students are categorized as low- or high-anxiety according to their
responses to the Test Anxiety Questionnaire (Mandler & Sarason, 1952). Since then, hundreds of
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researchers have explored this concept and recommended remedies and preventative measures to
educators. This level of attention indicates the importance of testing and test performance in U.S.
society today – not just in education, but in professional certification and advancement as well.
Following on Mandler & Sarason, researchers Liebert & Morris (1967) distinguished
between two aspects of test anxiety: worry and emotionality. Worry is defined as conscious
thoughts about performance or ability, while emotionality is conceived of as subconscious and
autonomic (Liebert & Morris, 1967). In this paradigm, test anxiety can be addressed by
consciously reducing the amount of worry a student experiences.
Liebert & Morris’ conceptualization marked the beginning of what has come to be called the
interference model of test anxiety (Hembree, 1988). This model posits that test anxiety is caused
by intrusive, inappropriate thoughts, or task-interference thoughts, that create a burdensome
cognitive load in the test-anxious subject and distracts them from the task at hand, i.e. answering
test items. Another, somewhat opposing model is known as the deficit model, or sometimes the
deficiency model or the preparation model. In this model, test anxiety results from a lack of
preparation or ineffective study skills (e.g. Tobias, 1979). However, remedial efforts that rely
solely on boosting study skills does not seem to have much effect on test anxiety (Hembree,
1988; Zeidner, 1998), so the deficit model has fallen out of favor and the interference model is
currently the most accepted model (Zeidner, 1998). Some researchers note that these models are
not necessarily as mutually as exclusive as they seem; in fact, one condition could feed the other
in a feedback-type loop, reverberating throughout the learning cycle. That is, test anxiety may
negatively impact test preparation and study habits leading up to the test as well as performance
during the test, causing more fears of performance and self-doubt, precipitating further deficits in
test preparation (Cassady, 2004; Pekrun & Stephens, 2015).
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Pekrun & Stephens (2015) identify test anxiety as a form of evaluative anxiety characterized
by a fear of failure and its consequences. Building on the previous division of the phenomenon
of text anxiety into sub-aspects, the authors identify five total components to the experience of
test anxiety. The first is an affective or emotional component consisting of feelings of
nervousness and unease. The second is a physiological component, consisting of physical
symptoms such as sweating palms, rapid breathing, upset stomach, and an increased heart rate.
The third component of test anxiety as identified by Pekrun & Stephens (2015) is a cognitive
component consisting of intrusive worrisome thoughts, and the fourth component is
motivational, involving impulses to either avoid failure or escape the situation at hand in the first
place. The final component identified by Pekrun & Stephens is behavioral, reflected in the body
language and facial expressions of someone experiencing test anxiety. The researchers note that
not all components need be present in any individual manifestation of test anxiety (Pekrun &
Stephens, 2015). Test anxiety research focused on preventing or treating the condition tends to
focus on the cognitive, motivational, and physiological dimensions (Pekrun & Stephens, 2015)
The cognitive elements of test anxiety in particular have been shown to impair academic
performance, with particular impacts on working memory (Angelidis et al., 2019; Cassady &
Johnson, 2002). More recently, Huntley (2019) performed a meta-review of 44 studies on test
anxiety and concluded that the most effective interventions provide a mix of study skills and
psychological interventions, while noting that evidence of long-term efficacy is still lacking.
It is important to note that most research on test anxiety has concentrated on native Englishspeaking students in secondary schools (e.g. Crehan et al, 1977; Embse et al., 2013; Putwain,
2007) with some additional research focusing on postsecondary education (e.g. Huntley et al.,
2019; Krispenz & Dickhäuser, 2018; Núñez-Peña et al., 2016). This trend has only become more
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pronounced as routinized rounds of standardized testing in U.S. secondary schools become
increasingly mandated by law (Crocker, 2005). A limited number of studies have examined test
anxiety in an EFL-specific context, particularly in countries that feature high-stakes standardized
testing as part of their national education program, e.g. China, Taiwan (Wang & Liao, 2012),
Iran (Birjandi & Alemi, 2017) and India (Joy, 2013). So, while extensive research has been
performed and an array of curricular materials developed to either prevent test anxiety or manage
it when it occurs in native English-speaking students at the secondary school level (e.g. Dacey &
Fiore, 2002), far fewer resources have been developed specifically for ESL students and
particularly for college-level ESL students. This is unfortunate, since research data strongly
suggest that the further a student is situated from a normative cis, white, male, middle-class or
above, native English-speaking positionality, the more likely they are to experience test anxiety
(Aydın, 2009; Hembree, 1988; Madsen, 1982; Núñez-Peña et al., 2016; Putwain, 2007; Salehi &
Marefat, 2014).
Another contributing factor to higher rates of test anxiety among ESL students in particular
is cultural unfamiliarity with the MCQ format (Cohen, 1994; Rubenstein, 2006). Millman &
Setjadi (1966) found that Indonesian students performed more weakly on MCQs than U.S.
students but were stronger on open-ended questions, suggesting format unfamiliarity is a factor –
especially since Pekrun and Stephens (2015) mention MCQs as generally less anxiety-provoking
than open-ended test formats. Pekrun & Stephens (2015) also note that even outside the
ESL/international student context, transitions from one educational institution or system to
another can cause test anxiety levels to change. Andrade (2006) further notes that international
students tend to experience more stress and anxiety in general simply due to having to adjust to
an unfamiliar cultural environment.
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There has been limited study of test anxiety as a cross-cultural phenomenon. Zeidner (1998)
discusses a study performed by Siepp and Schweitzer that showed little significant variation
among national populations in terms of the prevalence and severity of test anxiety (Siepp &
Schwietzer, 1996, as cited by Zeidner, 1998). Test anxiety, then, seems to be a fairly universal
phenomenon influenced more by structural considerations such as the importance of the test to a
student’s future academic and career ambitions than any specific cultural trait.
The link between test anxiety and academic performance is complicated. Some high-anxiety
students are also high performers, particularly among women (Núñez-Peña et al., 2016).
Nonetheless, the experience of test anxiety is generally so distressing to students that attempts to
ameliorate it should be attempted simply from a wellness and motivation viewpoint (Zeidner,
1998).

Test-Taking Strategies, Test-Wiseness, and the Ethics of Teaching Testing Skills

The set of test-taking skills known as test-wiseness are generally considered separate from
test anxiety (Scruggs & Lifson, 1985), but the deficit model of test anxiety would suggest that
teaching test-wise skills to students would help reduce test anxiety. What’s more, even without
accepting the deficit model, teaching test-wiseness may also help provide students with a sense
of agency and control over their test experience, and this too may help lower test anxiety.
However, skills that can be considered test-wise have sometimes instead been seen as a threat to
test validity.
The literature on test-wiseness is both long and deep, as well as somewhat controversial.
Millman et al. (1965) proposed both a definition and a taxonomy of test-wiseness that has since

15
been widely adopted. Test-wiseness was described as “a subject’s capacity to utilize the
characteristics and formats of the test and/or the test taking situation to receive a high score.”
(p.707) The researchers further note that test-wiseness is independent of the student’s content
knowledge which a given test item is supposed to measure (Millman et al., 1965).
Millman et al. (1965) go on to define a set of test-wiseness strategies that students may
utilize when facing an assessment. The first category is defined as “independent of test
constructor or test purpose” (p. 711). These include time-use strategies such as skipping items
that do not elicit a quick response and allotting a specific time to answer each item; erroravoidance strategies such as asking for clarification and re-reading directions; guessing
strategies; and deductive reasoning strategies such as eliminating distractors whose meanings are
similar. The second category is dependent on constructor or purpose (p. 712) and includes cueusing strategies such as looking for options that are markedly longer or shorter than others or
looking for grammatical inconsistencies between stem and option (Millman et al., 1965).
Millman et al.’s analysis notes that error avoidance and time-use strategies simply help
avoid the test-taker lose points, while guessing and deductive reasoning allow the test-taker to
gain points they might otherwise miss “on the basis of sure knowledge of the specific subject
matter.” (p. 718) Meanwhile, cue-using strategies can allow the test-taker to leverage partial
knowledge of the content to achieve a correct response. Beyond their definition and taxonomy of
test-wiseness, however, Millman et al. decline to comment on any of the issues surrounding the
idea of test-wiseness, instead suggesting a set of questions that other researchers might find
fruitful to pursue (Millman et al., 1965).
Sarnacki (1979) discussed the research literature on test-wiseness in the context of Millman
et al. (1965)’s’s taxonomy and concluded that teaching test-wiseness is the best approach to
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reducing differences between test takers that might affect test validity. He further suggested
identifying students who lack test-taking skills and providing them extra support (Sarnacki
1979). Sarnacki’s study strongly influenced the direction of test-wiseness studies from that point
on.
Many more recent studies on test-taking strategies merely document and catalog via verbal
report the types of strategies used by students in various testing scenarios (e.g. Bvuma et al.,
2017; Jamil et al., 2010). Generally speaking, they do not analyze the strategies for their
viability. While interesting, these studies are for the most part both too numerous and too
tangential to this project to examine here. They can provide insight into uncoached student
behavior when encountering an assessment instrument, but they are of limited use when
considering direct coaching in test-taking skills. Many of these studies are, further, more
concerned with establishing test validity than determining which strategies may be effectively
taught.
Some researchers such as Al Fraidan ( 2014) distinguish between benign or ‘legitimate’ testtaking strategies such as answering easy questions first, and ‘unfavorable’ strategies where the
test-taker deduces the answer from extra-contextual clues, contending that they undermine test
validity by “exploiting biases in the test.” (p. 828)
Meanwhile, Kettler et al. (2011) argue persuasively that test-wiseness strategies can be
considered a set of accessibility skills that reduce variance in students’ ability to demonstrate
their true knowledge, and thus actually increase test validity. They propose a “threshold
hypothesis” wherein teaching test-taking strategies raises students’ abilities only to a certain
threshold, much as corrective lenses improve a student’s vision to a certain threshold of accuracy
but no further; glasses don’t give the ability to see better than a student without glasses, and
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teaching test-taking strategies does not provide the ability for, say, learning disabled students,
ESL students, or others who experience high test anxiety to take tests better than their peers
(Kettler et al. 2011). Wheeler & Haertel (1993) also argue in favor of teaching test-wiseness,
feeling that it is unfair to low-performing students to neglect this area of test preparation.
The question, then, is whether teaching test-wiseness undermines test validity. A few
researchers such as Al Fraidan (2019) show some concern about this possibility, but generally
speaking, as far back as Woodley (1975) researchers tend to agree that test-wiseness not only
does not negatively impact validity, but that teaching certain test-wise test-taking skills may in
fact increase test validity by ‘leveling the playing field’ and reducing differences between
naturally test-wise students and those who are not (Crehan & et al, 1977; L. Crocker, 2005;
Dodeen, 2015; McPhail, 1981). Therefore, there is a value to be found in explicit instruction in
test-wiseness.
Having established that teaching test-taking skills is not only permissible but desirable, the
question remains what kinds of instruction are considered ethical, and which are not.
It should be noted at least in passing that much discussion of the practice of test coaching
focuses on standardized tests and, more specifically, aptitude tests that claim to predict a
student’s future potential for achievement (e.g. Buchmann et al., 2010; McGaghie et al., 2004;
Mehrens & Kaminski, 1989; Sanchez & Act, 2019). In contrast, summative tests such as final
examinations are instead intended as measures of achievement rather than predictive. That is,
they are designed to show what students already know and have accomplished; they are a
capstone to the semester’s classwork. Anastasi (1981) notes, however, that there is considerable
overlap between the domains of aptitude tests and achievement tests.
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Mehrens and Kaminski (1989) offer a seven-point continuum of ethical to non-ethical
coaching practices with general instruction and teaching test-taking skills allowed as always
ethical, and using the same test, a parallel form of the test, and ‘teaching to the test’ as unethical
(Mehrens & Kaminski, 1989). Similarly, Popham (1991) analyzes five test-prep techniques and
finds only two of them acceptable: what he calls “varied format preparation,” (p. 13), in which
the content to be tested is conceptualized both in forms likely to be on the test and in forms that
will not appear on the test, thus facilitating “generalized mastery of the content” (p.14), and
generalized test-taking preparation, which, importantly, helps students prepare to face previously
unfamiliar test formats with more confidence (Popham, 1991).
Both Popham (1991) and Mehrens and Kaminski (1989) conclude, then, that ethical test
preparation should teach skills that are transferable to other contexts. The strategies taught
should help students demonstrate knowledge of the content area, not just knowledge of how to
take tests or a particular test (Miyasaka, 2000; Popham, 1991). They should help students feel
empowered and in control of their educational performance, and they should ideally increase
their sense of general welfare and well-being (Bistline et al., 1980).

Emotionality, Relaxation Techniques, and Cognitive Retraining
Several strategies tackling test anxiety focus on the affective or emotional aspect of the
experience. This includes physiological manifestations of test anxiety as well as certain thought
patterns, usually encompassing redirecting intrusive thoughts.
One of the more debilitating and distracting aspects of the experience of test anxiety is the
array of physiological symptoms a student may experience. Sweatiness, rapid breathing,
increased heart rate, and nausea are just some of the physical manifestations of test anxiety
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(Pekrun & Stephens, 2015). Researchers have suggested a number of strategies to reduce these
physiological symptoms. In particular, deep breathing and relaxation techniques based on yoga
and tai chi practices show promise as a strategy to counter test anxiety in its physiological form
as well as improve test performance (Clinton & Meester, 2019; Dundas et al., 2016; Khng, 2017;
Paul et al., 2007; Topp, 1989). Mindful deep breathing engages the vagus nerve, which regulates
the parasympathetic nervous system, causing the heart rate to slow and muscles throughout the
body to relax (Ma et al., 2017). Deep breathing techniques can also help regulate emotional
response (Jerath et al., 2015). Such techniques are also easy to teach as well as applicable to a
wide variety of test and even non-test situations (Zeidner, 1998). Zeidner (1998) notes that
evidence that relaxation techniques improve test performance is mixed. Some researchers report
that while deep breathing techniques lower anxiety levels, they do not improve test performance
(Clinton & Meester, 2019), while others find a modest uptick in test performance (Khng, 2017).
Therefore, in the interests of, if nothing else, increasing the comfort and well-being of testtakers, teaching simple deep breathing and relaxation techniques can help alleviate some of the
more distressing symptoms of test anxiety at the point where they manifest. Such techniques may
also improve test performance and thus both improve test validity and help accurately assess
students’ true achievements, but evidence remains inconclusive at this point.

Cognitive Interventions and Metastrategic Competence

Another aspect of test anxiety is the intrusive, distracting thought patterns that form a
burdensome cognitive load for the student, interfering with their test performance. These
intrusive thoughts are best addressed through cognitive interventions (Zeidner, 1988). These
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techniques attempt to change thought patterns from negative and intrusive to positive and
beneficial. Such interventions show moderate to strong effects on lowering test anxiety (Cornish
& Dilley, 1973; Damer & Melendres, 2011; Embse et al., 2013; Garlington & Cotler, 1968;
Lothes et al., 2019; Poorman et al., 2019; Rothman, 2004). Unfortunately, the most successful
cognitive interventions of this kind require weeks of practice and trained practitioners to
facilitate the practice sessions (Huntley et al., 2019). They are, essentially, psychologically
therapeutic interventions and require an investment in time and attention in order to be effective.
However, short-term cognitive interventions such as recasting negative self-talk to positive or
neutral statements, or snapping a rubber band worn on the wrist whenever a test-taker identifies a
negative or worrisome thought, may also be effective, albeit in a more limited fashion
(Chittooran & Miles, 2001).
Metacognitive strategies are higher-order executive function processes that make someone
aware of their own thinking patterns. In a testing context, this means that the test-taker is
consciously aware of what strategies they are utilizing when approaching a test or test items
(Phakiti, 2003). When test-takers make a plan on how to approach a particular assessment, they
are engaging in a metacognitive activity. Metacognitive awareness can help prevent impulsive
answers and careless mistakes (Anastasi, 1981). Phakiti (2003) notes that the division between
cognitive and metacognitive strategies is somewhat arbitrary, for the two are not neatly separable
in a test-taking situation. Thus, some researchers will call certain approaches cognitive while
others will call them metacognitive; Amer (2007) notes that in fact the same strategy may be
classified as cognitive or metacognitive depending on context. Phakiti (2003) suggests using the
overarching term “metastrategic competence” to encompass both cognition and metacognition in
a test-taking situation. Regardless of the terminology, researchers recognize a link between low
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metacognition and high test anxiety (Cassady, 2004) and identify strengthening metacognitive
abilities as a key area for improving test preparation and reducing anxiety (Chittooran & Miles,
2001).

Practical and Common-Sense Test-Taking Strategies

This section contains an inventory of various practical test-taking techniques that have been
suggested as teachable but do not utilize either cognitive/metacognitive techniques or
physiological interventions. Anastasi (1981) suggests calling these “test sophistication” skills (p.
1087) while Crocker (2005) suggests the label “teaching for assessment” (p. 165). Not all of
these have been rigorously tested for effectiveness, although some have, where noted. Chittooren
and Miles (2001) note that “many of these behaviors seem simplistic, but it is surprising how
many test-takers fail to apply this information in a test-taking situation” (p. 12). Some commonsense, untested test-taking skills suggestions include bringing extra water, snacks, scrap paper,
and writing implements (Collins, 1999); bringing earplugs to filter out distracting auditory
stimuli (Poorman et al., 2019); and reading and re-reading test directions (Cohen, 1984).
McGlynn and Kelly (2019) suggest teaching the vocabulary of testing, highlighting words
such as ‘analyze,’ ‘evaluate,’ ‘associate,’ ‘compare,’ ‘explain,’ ‘impact,’ and ‘determine’ (p.
36). These words occur frequently across testing situations and are worth adding to an academic
ESL student’s vocabulary; in fact, all of these words appear on the Academic Word List
compiled by Coxhead (2000) for use in academic ESL settings.
Amer (1993) and Chittooren and Miles (2001) both suggest the use of SCORER, a
mnemonic for:
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S: schedule your time
C: use clue words
O: omit difficult questions
R: read carefully
E: estimate answers
R: review test (Amer, 1993)
“Estimate answers” means, essentially, make an educated guess; “review test” means check
for errors and omissions before turning in the test. Amer notes that use of SCORER raised test
scores among Egyptian middle school students (Amer, 1993).
Blackley (2009) has some specific suggestions based on his experience as a history
instructor and test item writer. He urges test takers to read all options before selecting their
answer; eliminate distractors first; identify critical words which might help determine the correct
answer; and guess intelligently (Blackley, 2009).
Moving beyond simple common-sense advice, McPhail (1981) recommends an activity in
which students in groups experiment with writing their own test items. The author describes an
activity where groups of students working together compose answers and distractors to provided
multiple-choice stems. They then rewrite them to provide test-wise clues and cues. This activity
both demystifies the MCQ and gives students information about the kinds of patterns to look for
when answering a test item (McPhail, 1981).
If, when, and how to guess is a controversial topic in test preparation. Guessing strategies
are sometimes seen as one of the test-wise skills that undermines test validity and/or reliability
(Budescu & Bar-Hillel, 1993; Cohen, 1994; Zimmerman & Williams, 2003). However, most
authors, if they approve of teaching test-taking skills at all, recommend eliminating one or more
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distractors and then making an educated guess as a viable and legitimate strategy. In particular,
distractor elimination plus guessing is recognized as a way for the test-taker to demonstrate
partial knowledge (Rogers & Yang, 1996). The SCORER system recommended by Amer (1993)
and Chittooren and Miles (2001) calls this ‘estimating’ your answer. Wheeler and Haertel (1993)
recognize these strategies as legitimate problem-solving skills and thus worth teaching to
students.
Another controversial test strategy is changing answers. Blackley (2009) is typical among
‘common-sense’ commentators in recommending against changing answers. However, other
researchers find evidence that reviewing and then judiciously changing answers generally
increases test-taker’s scores (Bauer et al., 2007; Millman et al., 1965; Stough, 1993). However,
Green (1981) notes that test-takers who exhibit high test anxiety generally do not reap the
benefits of this strategy and should probably not be advised to second-guess themselves.
Therefore, in the context of developing a curriculum for a test-anxiety workshop, this strategy
should be ignored.
Another strategy to avoid is reading an MCQ stem without looking at the answer choices,
formulating an answer in one’s mind, and then looking for a match among the answers available.
Crocker and Schmitt (1987) document a study in which they asked high, average, and lowanxiety students to utilize this strategy. The study found that for low- and average-anxiety
students, this strategy provided mild benefits. However, for high-anxiety students, this strategy
actually had a negative effect on test scores. The authors posit that high test anxiety interferes
with the specific cognitive task being asked of test-takers (Crocker & Schmitt, 1987).
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Summary

Test anxiety is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon, and therefore it is not surprising
that it is difficult to find a simple and straightforward strategy to successfully address it
(Poorman et al., 2019). Rather, implementing multiple strategies simultaneously is likely to yield
the best results.
Teaching test-taking strategies to counter test anxiety gives students a set of problemsolving tools they can use not only in the testing arena, but in wider academic and professional
contexts as well (Crocker, 2005; Wheeler & Haertel, 1993). The same is true of metacognitive
strategies; becoming aware of one’s own thought patterns and strategies can help enhance
academic performance (Khoshsima et al., 2018). Relaxation techniques, meanwhile, give
students the ability to intervene in their physical experience of stress and anxiety whenever they
may encounter it (Everly & Lating, 2019; Ma et al., 2017). ESL students already face cultural
and linguistic barriers in their progress toward their educational and professional goals in the
United States. If an affective barrier can also be removed from their path, so much the better.
What’s more, teaching students how to counter test anxiety will help ESL students face a wide
array of life challenges with new skills and new confidence.
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CHAPTER III
THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT
Brief Description of the Project
This field project is a series of three one-hour workshops for teachers of academic ESL
classes to instruct students in multiple-choice (MCQ) test strategies and methods to reduce test
anxiety. They are designed to be delivered in person, either as a series or as individual sessions.
These workshops can also be incorporated into classroom time as lesson plans rather than as
stand-alone workshops. The workshops were also designed to be able to be administered in a
wide variety of settings, including technical requirements.
The first workshop is a general MCQ test-taking skills workshop; the other two focus on
reading and grammar, respectively. This format was chosen primarily because these workshops
were initially designed to serve City College of San Francisco (CCSF) students, who must take a
department final that consists of a multiple-choice grammar section, a multiple-choice reading
comprehension section, and a writing section. This structure is fairly common, however, and
students at other institutions face similar assessments.
The three main sections consist of lesson plans presented as screenshots of the Powerpoint
slides, beneath which are instructions for how to present the material corresponding to each slide,
with timing, materials, exercises and activities, and suggested speech detailed as needed.
Because the workshops are designed to work as stand-alone sessions, there is some review
included at the beginning of workshops 2 and 3 briefly discussing relaxation breathing and
general test-taking strategies. The full Powerpoint slideshows and the workshops are appended to
the end of the manual.
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Development of the Project

This project began during my work as an embedded tutor at CCSF. Several of my students
expressed to me that they felt like they were “bad” at taking multiple-choice tests, and that the
tests made them anxious. I offered to help them with personalized instruction in simple testtaking strategies to help ease their anxiety and build up their confidence. In the course of this
personalized instruction, these students also revealed to me that one of the reasons multiplechoice assessments intimidated them was simple unfamiliarity: in their previous school
experience in their native country of China, they were rarely expected to take this sort of test. In
some cases, the CCSF academic placement test was the first time they had encountered the MCQ
format.
As a “gifted” child in the U.S. school system, I was perhaps over-tested growing up. I took
the SAT for the first time when I was 13 years old as part of a program administered via
Northwestern University for high-achieving students. I scored well enough on that test to win an
award and attend an honors ceremony on the Northwestern Campus at the end of 8th grade.
Although I never took a formal test-taking skills course as did many of my peers, I did get a
thorough education from my parents in how to tackle these sorts of assessments, and I have
always felt confident of my test-taking ability. I recognized that many aspects of traditional testtaking skill instruction are very mechanical: eliminate the wrong answer to improve your odds,
then guess; look for context clues; and so on. It excited me to think that I could convey these
skills – and maybe a smidgen of this confidence – to my students. Since I had multiple students
expressing the same concerns about multiple-choice assessments, I discussed with my instructors
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the need I had identified for specific instruction in test-taking techniques, and one of them
suggested I develop a mini-lecture on the topic.
Thus it was that I put together a 15-minute lesson I humorously dubbed “How To Improve
Your Multiple-Choice Test-Taking Skills in 15 Minutes or Less.” I opened with a few warm-up
questions along the lines of “who is afraid of multiple-choice tests? Who hates multiple-choice
tests? Who never took a multiple-choice test before they came to CCSF?” Then I taught a simple
breathing exercise to help students relax, a technique I later incorporated into the field project.
Then I taught how to eliminate distractors and increase the odds if forced to guess. Finally, I
taught how to find the “most right” answer. I closed by giving out a simple handout reminding
students of the techniques I had outlined and adding a few hints about time management and pretest preparation.
I re-ran this lesson several more times over the course of my work at CCSF. Many times, the
lesson would end with a spontaneous group discussion, with more-confident students sharing
with their less-confident peers their own ideas on how to manage anxiety and approach difficult
MCQs. This was my introduction to the value of peer learning, and I resolved to incorporate
space for this in any longer-format lesson I prepared in the future. My introduction to peerassisted learning theory only furthered my resolve in this area. It’s been my observation that
peer-to-peer interactions reduce learning anxiety, encourage a feeling of solidarity among
students, and increase their general confidence as learners as well as provide an opportunity for
direct practice of students’ developing English skills. All of this is more or less beneficial to
alleviating test anxiety, but I want to call attention in particular to the development of selfconfidence. Students sharing test-taking tips with each other is a rich opportunity to boost the
confidence levels of both the learner offering a tip and the one receiving it. It also increases both
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students’ sense of self-reliance and independence. That mutual reinforcement is something I
would like to encourage in this setting as well as others in my future teaching practice.
CCSF also offers hour-long workshops in its language lab, the Center for Language and
Academic Development (CLAD). All academic ESL students are required to spend a certain
number of hours in CLAD each term, and one of the options they have for activities is attending
a workshop. The workshop format seemed very friendly to a longer-format lesson on MCQ testtaking skills; it was not tied to any grades, it could be taught by an independent instructor, and it
would be open to anyone at any level who was interested. This of course also posed the problem
of designing a workshop that could accommodate multiple levels of learning. The CLAD setting
also helped determine the technical requirements of the workshop; the semester I was working
on this field project, the projector in the workshop room was broken, and instructors were told to
design their workshops with the idea that they would have no access to Powerpoint slides or
similar materials.
Also I admit I am ambivalent about the value of Powerpoint, which has the advantage of
providing a colorful reference point for students to focus on – not to mention an easy way of
organizing material for instructors -- but often pulls away attention from other modes of learning
such as group work that tends to be more fruitful in the long run. I am also occasionally dubious
of over-reliance on educational technology generally. Community colleges are often
underfunded and under-resourced; the broken projector at CCSF is a vivid but not uncommon
example. I wanted to develop workshops that could be delivered with a minimum of needed
technological support. I wanted the content, not the format, to be centered.
For addressing some of the most general aspects of test anxiety, I was able to draw from a
wealth of available material and adapt it to my purposes. Material specific for ESL learners was
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more scarce and usually specifically oriented toward taking the TOEFL, but there were some
exceptions. How To Teach For Exams by Sally Burgess and Katie Head (2005) was a great help
in this particular regard. I also, with permission, borrowed and modified a short “test-taking
skills” quiz presented by Dr. Sedique Popal at the end of his University of San Francisco course
on Tests and Assessments that I took in the fall of 2019. For the most part, however, I relied on
the available research on test-taking strategies for both ESL and non-ESL students and
developed my own materials to illustrate the techniques that seemed most successful according
to the literature.
One of the challenges I faced was developing material that was suitable for mixed levels of
student ability. At CCSF, CLAD workshops are for the most part available to all academic ESL
students regardless of level, and the material is designed accordingly. This meant, fortunately,
that I had a well of experience to draw from when speaking to instructors and when observing
workshops in action. On the other hand, it meant that I had to find a balance point where the
material was overall neither too complex nor too simplified.
The original plan for the reading workshop ran much too long, about an hour and a half
total, so I had to cut it down. There is a wealth of quite specific and detailed readingcomprehension strategies in the literature that could have been conveyed to students if time
allowed, but I chose to focus on the simplest and most direct strategies in the hour allotted.
Similarly, I would have also liked to have time to incorporate more metacognitive strategies
into the workshop materials. But these strategies are general test-taking strategies, and I wanted
to maintain my focus on MCQ test strategies in particular, so I decided to omit them out of time
considerations.
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Finally, I decided to deliberately incorporate some short MCQ quizzes into the workshop
materials because I wanted to provide low-stakes exposure and practice with the MCQ format,
preferably with a little humor added to help circumvent any anxiety on the students’ part. The
goal is, after all, to encourage students to feel comfortable with the format by the end of the
workshop series. Offering some short, fun, silly quizzes hopefully demystifies the experience a
little bit and helps students familiarize themselves with the format to the point of being able to
laugh at it. Humor can be a tricky tool to use in the ESL classroom, but when it works, it’s
remarkably good at lowering the affective filter and reducing anxiety.

The Project
The project in its entirety can be found in the appendix.
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Conclusions
Text anxiety is a serious issue for academic ESL students. The physical symptoms,
including nausea, chills, and sweating, can be uncomfortable enough; the cognitive symptoms,
including difficulty concentrating and recalling information, can seriously hamper their academic
performance. What is more, ESL students face special challenges when attempting to address
their test anxiety.
The general topic of test anxiety has been extensively studied, and vast amounts of material
have been developed to address the issue. However, almost none of these materials address the
specific needs and circumstances of adult for-credit ESL students. In particular, it is extremely
rare to find materials that address the issue of cultural unfamiliarity with test formats,
particularly multiple-choice questions (MCQs).
In the for-credit classroom, ESL or otherwise, test preparation is often seen as taking away
time from teaching content. It doesn’t have to be this way, and in fact many of the best test
anxiety management strategies involve teaching students anti-anxiety techniques, familiarizing
them with test formats, and instructing them on problem-solving strategies over the course of an
entire term (Cizek & Burg, 2006, Cornish & Dilley, 1973, Ergene, 2003, Zeidner, 1998).
Students are often the ones who desire more guidance and instruction on how to approach an
upcoming MCQ assessment, such as a department final. Developing a set of stand-alone
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workshops to help provide that guidance seemed to provide the most flexible, adaptable solution
to the need as expressed by my tutoring students in specific. In other words, this project was
developed to fill a need identified by students themselves in one-on-one discussions.
This project is significant, therefore, because it fulfills an identified student need with a tool
that is flexible enough to work as either a stand-alone set of workshops or a series of in-class
lesson plans. The workshops-slash-lessons themselves can be taught either alone or together. The
workshops are designed to rely on minimal materials so as to maximize their adaptability. Forcredit ESL instructors should be encouraged generally to provide low-stakes exposure to the
MCQ format for their students who may be unfamiliar and uncomfortable with this assessment
tool. Instructors should also consider lowering test anxiety as part and parcel of their
commitment, per Krashen’s (1982) recommendation, to lower anxiety in the classroom in
general to promote optimal language learning. I am pleased to have taken the leadership
opportunity provided by my work as an embedded tutor at City College of San Francisco to
create and implement a solution to a student-identified need to learn more about how to approach
MCQ assessments with increased confidence as well as specific strategies for both how to
answer specific types of test items and how to lower test anxiety in general.

Recommendations

I recommend that this workshop series be scheduled to run near the end of each term at City
College of San Francisco in their Center for Language and Academic Development (CLAD). I
also recommend that other educators seeking either a stand-alone workshop curriculum or lesson
plans on MCQ test-taking and test anxiety incorporate one or more of these lessons into their
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classrooms. I further recommend that all for-credit ESL instructors spend some of their
classroom time addressing the twin issues of test anxiety and test format unfamiliarity.
Instruction in test-taking strategies should be incorporated into the curriculum of any class where
students have to face a high-stakes MCQ test. These workshops provide one option for how to do
this; whether they are used as-is or as inspiration for an instructor’s own customized lesson plan,
I am pleased to have made a contribution in this direction.
This project could also be expanded in the future to cover another area of high anxiety for
for-credit ESL students, that of the timed writing exercise. In my experience, academic ESL
students have extremely high levels of anxiety around timed writing exercises even when the
stakes are low. Many seem to lack a clear strategy for approaching the task and breaking it down
into smaller, more manageable sub-tasks. In short, timed writing is potentially one of the most
high-anxiety and intimidating tasks an ESL student may encounter. However, developing a
curriculum for addressing that task is, first of all, a large enough project to constitute another
Master’s-level field project all on its own. Second of all, the root causes of timed writing anxiety
are different from those of MCQ test anxiety – that is, timed writing anxiety is generally not the
result of lack of familiarity with the format, even partially. This area is ripe for further research
and curriculum development, and I encourage educators and educators-in-training to explore this
area thoroughly and look forward to seeing the curricular tools that are developed to address this
need.
Since I chose to keep the focus of the materials on MCQ assessments, I also decided to
mostly omit explicit instruction in metacognitive test-taking strategies, particularly as these
strategies often benefit from sustained classroom time and repetition rather than a one-off
workshop format (Fergus & Limbers, 2019; Phakiti, 2000), although simple self-talk strategies
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and reframing anxiety as excitement or anticipation (Brooks, 2014) might be easily conveyed in
a one-hour workshop. This would be another area worth developing supplementary materials for.
Finally, I also recommend that instructors build peer-to-peer learning opportunities into their
test-taking strategies instruction. Student feedback has been invaluable in developing my
approach to teaching test-taking strategies and in how to lower anxiety. Students are sometimes
apt to dismiss tips coming from a teacher but are more open to the same material coming from
another student. After all, fellow students, not teachers, are the ones who have to face the test.
They are the real repositories of knowledge on how to best manage test-taking and test anxiety.
We should look to them as experts, alongside ongoing research into best practices for addressing
anxiety in educational contexts, and inform and adjust our own instruction accordingly.
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Introduction
Test anxiety is a pervasive problem in educational contexts, but it has some special aspects when it comes
to ESL students. In particular, the multiple-choice question can provoke the physiological and cognitive
symptoms of test anxiety, such as sweaty palms, shallow breathing, increased heart rate, difficulty in
focusing, feelings of worry, and fears of failure. Despite its ubiquity in U.S. educational settings, many
immigrant students are relatively unfamiliar with the multiple-choice format and can feel particularly
intimidated when facing this kind of test simply due to lack of exposure and the accompanying lack of a
strategy to approach such a test. Familiarizing themselves with the multiple-choice (MCQ) format as well
as learning simple relaxation techniques based in mindfulness practice can help alleviate the anxiety that
an unfamiliar format in a high-stakes context (such as a final exam) can produce in such students.
These workshops were devised to help students in academic ESL classes face their multiple-choice
assessments. The workshop format was chosen for two reasons. First of all, it is stand-alone and portable.
The workshops stand independent of any specific syllabus, textbook, or course outline, and can be adapted
to multiple levels and settings. Second of all, City College of San Francisco offers a workshop series for
academic ESL students through the auspices of the Center for Language and Academic Development
(CLAD). These workshops were first presented in CLAD in the spring of 2020. However, these workshop
curricula can be incorporated into everyday classroom practice as well, in whole or in part, and it is my
hope that they are used in this manner. Furthermore, these workshops are designed to be able to be used in
low-tech settings because of the vagaries in technology access teachers may encounter. (This is a polite
way of saying that when the projector is broken or no-one knows how to get it to connect, the workshop
leader can still run these lesson plans without a hitch. A workshop on how to cope with tech anxiety may
or may not be forthcoming.)
Slides, lesson plans, and handouts are provided for three separate workshops. The first is a general
workshop on familiarizing students with the multiple-choice format and developing strategies to help
tackle MCQ test items. The second workshop focuses specifically on introducing strategies for reading
comprehension tests in MCQ format, and the third workshop focuses on how to approach MCQ grammar
tests.
I hope these workshop materials help your students to face their MCQ assessments with confidence, or at
least less anxiousness, and provide the tools to help them navigate future assessments so that their true
language abilities can shine.
Lori Selke
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A Note Before You Begin
The following lesson plan and materials are designed for three workshops:
Mastering Multiple-Choice Tests 1: Taming Test Anxiety
Mastering Multiple-Choice Tests 2: Reading
Mastering Multiple-Choice Tests 3: Grammar
These workshops can be taught independently or together as a series, depending on
the needs of the setting and the students. They can be taught back-to-back, or over a
series of days or even weeks; the format is deliberately flexible and the intent is for
each workshop leader to adapt these lesson plans to their own needs. However, it is
recommended that if all three are to be taught together that the first workshop, being
the most general in nature, be taught first; the other two workshops may be taught in
any order. Due to their stand-alone status, there is some overlap of material; for
students who have taken previous test anxiety workshops in the series, this overlap
can be considered (and treated as) a refresher or review. Each workshop lasts an
hour.
The bulk of this manual is presented with a screen shot of the relevant Powerpoint
slide on the top half of the page, for visual reference, followed below by notes on
timing, directions, and the material to be presented. Instructions to the presenter are
presented in plain text. Text that is italicized in blue is intended to be spoken or
paraphrased by the presenter; however, all spoken material is presented as a
suggestion only. Feel free to use your own words!
All handouts as well as full-sized versions of the slides can be found in the
Appendixes to this manual.
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Goals/Objectives
After these workshops, students will be able to:
• Identify the main components of a multiple-choice test item (MCQ)
• Identify the physiological and cognitive symptoms of test anxiety
• Use mindful breathing and other relaxation techniques to counter the physiological
symptoms of test anxiety
• Use cognitive and metacognitive techniques to counter the cognitive symptoms of test
anxiety
• Prepare for a test using common-sense tips (e.g. getting a full night’s sleep the night
before)
• Utilize a variety of general test-taking strategies to tackle multiple-choice test items (e.g.
eliminating distractors)
• Utilize specific test-taking strategies to approach MCQ reading comprehension items
• Utilize specific test-taking strategies to approach MCQ grammar items
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Materials
As previously noted, these workshops have been designed with the intention that they
can be used in a variety of conditions and settings. The workshop facilitator can use the
slides provided if they like and have appropriate technology available; on the other hand,
if a projector and computer are not available, the workshops can also be run with just a
whiteboard, a chalkboard, or a paper presentation easel. These materials (computer,
whiteboard/chalkboard, easel) can also be used together as the presenter prefers.
Materials Needed
o Computer, projector, speakers and screen, cords and cables (as needed), adaptors (as
needed), extension cord (as needed)
AND/OR
o Whiteboard, dry-erase markers, erasers
AND/OR
o Paper presentation easel, wide-tip felt-tip markers
o A printout of this manual
o Printed copies of handouts for participants (see appendix)
o Extra pens and pencils
o Signs with the letters A,B,C,D printed on them
o Painter’s tape
o Timer
6

MCQ Test-Taking Skills
Workshop 1:
Mastering MultipleChoice Questions
(General)
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Agenda

Welcome (Slide 1)

3 min.

Warm-up (Slide 2)

5 min.

Test Anxiety Described
(Slides 4-6)

6 min.

Before The Test (Slides 7-8)

2 min.

Breathing Exercise (Slide 9)

5 min.

During The Test (Slides 10-14)

9 min.

MCQ Anatomy (Slide 15)

2 min.

ABCD Exercise (Slide 16)

10 min

Discussion (Slide 17)

10 min.

Closing Quiz (Slide 18)

5 min.

Close (Slide 19)

3 min.
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MASTERING MULTIPLE-CHOICE
QUESTIONS
(1)
Taming Test Anxiety

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Welcome
Greet workshop participants, ask their names
[and what class they are taking if appropriate]
and introduce yourself.

Projector + Laptop
+ PPT
Presentation
AND/OR
Whiteboard/
Chalkboard plus
markers/chalk
AND/OR paper
easel plus
markers

Introduce the title and subject of the
workshop, e.g. Welcome to my workshop on
Mastering Multiple Choice Questions.

9

HOW DO YOU
FEEL ABOUT
MULTIPLE-CHOICE
TESTS?

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Warm-Up
Ask students, How do multiple-choice tests
make you feel? Does anyone here love them?
I didn’t think so. Does anyone here hate
them? OK, is anyone afraid of them? Let
students respond and express themselves for
a few minutes. If using slides, click through the
animations here.
It’s OK to hate tests. (It’s OK to love them,
too!) But if you’re scared of them, or you think
that you’re really bad at them, then I am going
to help you feel better about them and
improve your test-taking skills by the end of
this workshop. OK? Are you ready?
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU TAKE
A TEST?

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

So what happens to you when you take a
test? What happens in your body? What
happens in your mind?
Do you feel nervous? Jittery? Shake your
hands quickly. Does your mind suddenly go
blank like you can’t remember anything you
studied? Do you start to breathe fast?
All of these are symptoms of what is called
test anxiety.
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“very worried about
something that may
happen so that you

think about it all the
time” (Longmans)
ANXIETY: DEFINITION

Synonyms:
Nervousness
Fear
Unease
Stress
To be anxious = to be worried

Anxiety (n.)
Anxieties (n. pl.)
Anxious (adj.)
Anxiously (adv.)

Time
2 min

Activity

Materials

So let’s do a little vocabulary work first. What
does the word anxiety mean? Longmans
Dictionary defines it as feeling “very worried
about something that may happen so that you
think about it all the time.” Let me repeat that:
you think about it all the time. You can’t stop
thinking about the test you’re about to take.
You worry about how well you’re going to do.
You’re afraid of getting a bad grade. Or maybe
you’ll oversleep the day of the test and they
won’t let you in the classroom. You will forget
every English word you ever knew. It’s going
to be a disaster. Argh!
That’s anxiety. You can see some other word
forms up there: anxiety is the noun, anxieties
is the plural. Anxious is the adjective, as in “I
am an anxious person.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

I also put up some synonyms for anxiety to
help you remember its meaning.
Nervousness, fear, worry, unease, stress,
those are all other words you can use. To be
anxious is to be worried. You’re worried about
how you are going to do on the test.
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• Sweatiness
• Increased heart rate
• Fast breathing
PHYSIOLOGICAL
SYMPTOMS

Physiological means…

• Nausea
• Dizziness
• Feeling too cold or too hot
• Shaking or trembling
• Feeling unable to hold still
• Tight muscles
• Feeling weak or tired (fatigue)
• Headache

Time
2 min

Activity

Materials

Let’s look a little more closely at some of the
symptoms of test anxiety. First we have the
physiological symptoms. Physiological
means… Here you can ask for definitions or
just continue, depending on the vocabulary
level and engagement of the student group.
Physiological just means physical, having to
do with the body. So these are some
symptoms your body might have if you are
anxious. Your palms might sweat. Your heart
might beat faster. You might breathe faster,
too. You could feel nausea, which means you
feel like you’re sick to your stomach or you
might throw up. You might feel dizzy. You
might feel too cold or too hot. For some
people, their hands might shake or they might
feel like they can’t sit still in their chair.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

You might feel like your muscles are all
bunched up and tight, especially in your jaw or
in your shoulders. You could feel really tired
and low on energy. And you might come down
with a headache.
Fortunately, it’s unlikely that no matter how
much you hate or fear tests, that you will
experience all of these symptoms. Whew!
That would be miserable.
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“very worried about
something that may
happen so that you

think about it all the
time” (Longmans)

• Can’t concentrate or focus
• Easily distracted
• Negative thoughts (“I’m going
to fail!”)
• Intense feelings of fear

COGNITIVE SYMPTOMS

Cognitive means…

Time
1 min

• Grumpiness
• “Tuning out”’

Activity

Materials

Test anxiety not only has physical or
physiological symptoms, it also has cognitive
symptoms. Cognitive means…Here you can
solicit definitions or guesses from context, or
just keep speaking, depending on the
vocabulary and engagement of the students.
Cognitive means of the mind or in the brain.
So anxiety can cause you to lose
concentration – this is where your mind goes
blank. Maybe you find you’re suddenly easily
distracted by little noises in the room or the
sight of someone else fidgeting. Maybe you
find your mind is full of negative thoughts like
“I’m going to fail!” and you just can’t get rid of
them. You might feel an overwhelming sense
of fear. You might be grumpy. And you might
find yourself “spacing out” in the middle of a
test.
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Before the test…

• Get a good night’s
sleep.
• Eat a good breakfast.

BE PREPARED!

• Bring scrap paper,
extra pencils, and an
eraser.
• Bring a bottle of water
and a snack.
• Watch the caffeine.
• Arrive early (and
double-check the
location).

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

OK, that’s great, but what can you do about it?
Step one is be prepared.
Get a good night’s sleep the night before. In
the morning, eat a good nutritious breakfast.
But don’t load up on caffeine. I had a
colleague tell me a story about one of his
students who passed out during the final exam
in one of his classes. They had to call an
ambulance. After the ambulance crew revived
her, the first question they asked was, ”did you
have any energy drinks this morning?” Turns
out she’d had two. All that caffeine just
overwhelmed her nervous system and she
passed out. So be careful with that. Bring
extra pencils and some scrap paper just in
case. And try to get to the testing room early if
you can.
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PLAN YOUR TIME

• Estimate how much time you
have to answer each question
(time of test section divided by
number of questions).
• Give yourself time to read the
directions as well, and time to
check your answers.
• Keep your eye on the clock as
you work.

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

Now you’ve made it to the test on time, and
you’re sitting down in the room, and you’ve
just been handed your test. This is a good
time to plan your time.
Count how many questions there are in the
section you’re working on, and divide the time
you have to work on the test by the number of
questions. This will help you estimate how
much time you should spend on each
question.
Don’t forget to allow yourself extra time to
thoroughly read the directions, as well as time
to check your answers.
Managing your time will also help you manage
your anxiety, because it prevents that lastminute ”oh no I’m running out of time!” panic.
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BREATHING EXERCISE

• Turn your test paper over and
don’t look at it.
• Straighten up in your chair.
• Close your eyes.
• Breathe in through your nose
while counting slowly to three.
• Hold your breath for a second
or two.
• Breathe out through your
mouth while counting slowly to
three.
• Repeat for up to three breaths
in a row.

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Breathing Activity

Handout, book, or
any similar paperbased object

OK, so now you’re in the test room, and you
can feel yourself getting nervous. What now?
The first big test-taking tip I have for you today
is learning how to use your breath to relax.
You can do this right at the beginning of a test,
or you can do it any time you feel yourself
getting anxious.
First, turn your test paper upside-down on
your desk. Flip over a handout, a book, or any
handy paper object.
Now close your eyes.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Now count to three slowly with me. One, two,
three. Each count should last about one
second. Hold it for just a moment. One
second. OK, now breathe out slowly,. One,
two, three.
That’s it. Do you feel more relaxed?
Some of you might have encountered a similar
breathing technique in yoga or martial arts.
The reason it works here is because deep
breathing stimulates the vagus nerve. The
vagus nerve runs along the center of your
chest. Gesture down along your chest from
collarbone to the bottom of your ribcage.
When your chest expands like this, gesture
across your chest, the vagus nerve tells the
rest of your muscles to take a break and relax,
and that’s how you get this whole-body
response. So this technique is actually based
on science, I promise.
Use this breathing technique any time you feel
yourself getting nervous, not only during a test
but other times in life too.
I also want to mention that it takes less than a
minute to do this, so don’t worry about losing
time on your test. You’ll lose less than a
minute if you try it, and you’ll be able to focus
more on answering the questions afterward.
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EASY QUESTIONS FIRST!

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

Our next strategy is answer the easy
questions first.
For some of you this might seem obvious, but
when it’s test time you might forget and just try
to start at the beginning and answer each
question in a row. Well, you don’t have to do
that. Look for the easy questions and answer
them first. Get those easy points!
If a question seems too hard or you think
you’re spending too much time on it, skip it
and come back later.
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READ THE WHOLE ITEM

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

Also make sure to read all the directions and
also to read the whole item before you
answer.
That means, don’t just choose the first answer
that looks like it might be correct. Make sure
there isn’t an even better answer to choose
from before you mark your answer sheet.
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1) The sun was out, the sky was
_______.
2) A) red
ELIMINATE WRONG
CHOICES

3) B) azure
4) C) green
5) D) vermilion

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Now let’s get into some strategies specifically
for multiple-choice questions.
The first strategy you should try is to
eliminate wrong choices.
Let’s look at this question. If you are not using
the PPT slides, write the question on the
whiteboard, chalkboard or paper presentation
pad. Read the stem question and the choices
out loud.
There are a couple words here that you
probably don’t know the meaning of. That’s
OK. Because you can probably look at the
answers and eliminate one or two even if you
don’t know what all the words mean.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Ask students to eliminate one answer. If using
whiteboard, chalkboard, or presentation pad,
cross it out. Ask them to eliminate a second
answer.
Students will almost always eliminate red and
green here.
OK, now you have two answers left. At this
point, it’s OK to guess. Before, if you just
guessed blindly, you would have had a 1 in 4
chance of getting the answer right. Now,
however, you have a 1 in 2 chance. You have
a 50/50 chance of getting it right! By
eliminating the answers you know are wrong,
you’ve improved your odds.
Now, if any of you speak French, you might
know that the right answer is azure, which
means light blue. Vermilion, by the way,
means red. Which brings us to another
strategy: if you have two choices that mean
the same thing, like red and vermilion here –
point to the two options – well, you can’t
choose both, so that means they’re both
probably wrong and you can cross them both
out. If you are using a whiteboard, chalkboard,
or presentation pad, cross them out (again).
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1) The sun was out, the sky was
______.
2) A) up
CHOOSE THE MOST-RIGHT
ANSWER

3) B) hazy
4) C) air
5) D) blue

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

The next strategy I want to show you is
choosing the most-right answer. Sometimes
a multiple-choice question will have two or
more choices that look like they both might be
correct. But usually one is more correct than
the rest, and that’s the answer you should put
on your answer sheet.
Let’s look at this example. If not using PPT
slides, write the question on whiteboard,
chalkboard, or presentation pad.
Read the question and the choices out loud.
Now we can eliminate at least one choice here
as just wrong. Let students name air as the
wrong choice. If using whiteboard, chalkboard,
or presentation pad, cross air out.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Lead a discussion about the remaining
choices. Up and hazy both work
grammatically, but are they the most-right
answer? The most-right answer is blue. If
using whiteboard, chalkboard, or presentation
pad, cross out answers as students eliminate
choices until only blue is left.
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EXTRA TIME?

• Did you leave any questions
blank? Fill them in.
• Double-check your answers.
• Take another deep relaxing
breath (or two, or three).

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

If you find yourself with extra time at the end
of the test, use it to go back and make sure
you filled in all the questions. Try not to leave
any blank. Guess if you have to.
Double-check your answers but try to have
confidence in your choices.
This might also be a really good time to
practice your deep relaxing breaths.

27

Stem

ANATOMY OF A
MULTIPLE-CHOICE
QUESTION

1) ______ he know where the bathroom
is?
a. Does

Answer

b. Can
c. Will
d. How

Distractors

Time
2 min

Activity

Materials

Before we do the next activity, I want to
introduce you to some terminology. Let’s look
at the anatomy of a multiple-choice question.
Describe the stem, the distractors, and the
answer. If you are not using PPT slides, draw
this diagram on the whiteboard, chalkboard, or
presentation pad, starting with the base
question, then circling and labeling the parts.
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ACTIVITY:
A, B, C, D

1) A 2019 study ______ that
there was little evidence that
cutting back on red meat
consumption improved health
outcomes overall.
2) A) found
3) B) was found
4) C) was finding
5) D) has find

Time
10 min

Activity

Materials

ABCD Activity
For this activity, tape the signs with the letters
A, B, C, D on the walls or in the corners of the
room.

Paper or signs
with the letters A,
B,C, D printed on
them

Present the sample question on PPT slide, or
write it on whiteboard, chalkboard, or
presentation pad.

Painter’s tape

Ask students to sort themselves into groups
depending on whether they think the correct
answer is A, B, C, or D. Instruct them to move
to the appropriate part of the room and
discuss with their group why they think their
answer is correct.
Ask the students to explain their choice to the
whole workshop. Then reveal and discuss the
answer (A).
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WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

Time
10 min

Activity

Materials

Discussion

Whiteboard,
blackboard, or
presentation pad

Initiate a discussion among students as to
what test preparation strategies have worked
for them in the past.
Write student suggestions on the whiteboard,
blackboard, or presentation pad.
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PRACTICE QUIZ!

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Closing Quiz: Multiple-Choice Exams

Quiz worksheet
(See Appendix)

Let’s close this out with a little quiz! Don’t
worry, this one should be easy.
Distribute one copy of the quiz worksheet to
each student. Let them answer it on their own,
then go over the answers with the whole
group.
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GOOD LUCK!

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Closing
Answer any final questions from students.
Thank students for their participation and wish
them good luck.
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MCQ Test-Taking Skills
Workshop 2:
Reading
Comprehension

33

Agenda

Welcome (Slide 1)

3 min.

Warm-up Quiz (Slides 2-3)

6 min.

Review: General Skills
(Slides 4-6)

7 min.

6-Step Reading Strategy
(Slides 7-13)

26 min.

Words In Context
(Slide 14)

5 min.

Academic Vocabulary
(Slide 15)

5 min.

Discussion (Slide 16)

5 min.

Close (Slide 17)

3 min.

34
34

Mastering MultipleChoice Tests: Reading

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Welcome
Greet workshop participants, ask their names
[and what class they are taking if appropriate]
and introduce yourself.

Projector + Laptop
+ PPT
Presentation
AND/OR
Whiteboard/
Chalkboard plus
markers/chalk
AND/OR paper
easel plus
markers

Introduce the title and subject of the
workshop, e.g. Welcome to my workshop on
Mastering Multiple Choice Questions about
Reading Comprehension.
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But First: A QUIZ!

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

I’m going to start things off today with a little
warm-up quiz. Don’t worry, it’s very short!
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QUIZ

Time
5 min

1) To understand the 2) To determine the 3) Reading tests
structure of a
main idea of a
present new
paragraph, try:
paragraph, try:
vocabulary in _____ .

4) This quiz is too
_________.

a) proofreading

a) summarizing

a) conduct

a) easy

b) annotating

b) supervising

b) conflict

b) hard

c) sanitizing

c) syncopating

c) combat

c) silly

d) outlining

d) relaxing

d) context

d) short

Activity

Materials

Read questions aloud one by one. Ask
workshop for answers. Indicate correct
answer, discuss if needed, and move onto the
next question.
(For the last question, all answers but the final
one should be considered correct.)
If not using PPT slide presentation, write the
questions on whiteboard, chalkboard, or
presentation pad. Alternately or in addition,
bring in a worksheet to distribute to students.
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BE PREPARED

´ Get a good night’s sleep.
´ Eat a good breakfast.
´ Bring scrap paper, extra pencils,
and an eraser.
´ Bring a bottle of water and a
snack.
´ Watch the caffeine.
´ Arrive early (and double-check
the location).

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

This workshop is going to focus on how to
answer reading comprehension questions, but
let’s start out by talking about some simple
test preparation steps you can take no matter
what kind of test you’re facing.
The first best thing you can do is be
prepared. Get a good night’s sleep the night
before. In the morning, eat a good nutritious
breakfast. But don’t load up on caffeine,
because that can cause you problems with
concentration and stress your body out as
well. Bring extra pencils and some scrap
paper just in case. And try to get to the testing
room early if you can.
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MANAGE YOUR
TIME

´ Estimate how much time you
have to answer each question
(time of test section divided by
number of questions).
´ Give yourself time to read the
directions as well, and time to
check your answers.
´ Keep your eye on the clock as
you work.

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

The second best thing you can do to help
prepare yourself is to plan your time.
Once you’re handed your test, count how
many questions there are in the section you’re
working on, and divide the time you have to
work on the test by the number of questions.
This will help you estimate how much time you
should spend on each question.
Don’t forget to allow yourself extra time to
thoroughly read the directions, as well as time
to check your answers.
Managing your time will also help you manage
your anxiety, because it prevents that lastminute ”oh no I’m running out of time!” panic.
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BREATHE

´ Turn your test paper over and don’t
look at it.
´ Straighten up in your chair.
´ Close your eyes.
´ Breathe in through your nose while
counting slowly to five.
´ Hold your breath for a second or two.
´ Breathe out through your mouth while
counting slowly to five.
´ Repeat for up to three breaths in a row.

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Breathing Activity

Handout, book, or
any similar paperbased object

OK, so now you’re in the test room, and you
can feel yourself getting nervous. I’m going to
teach you a quick breathing technique that
can help you relax. You can do this right at the
beginning of a test, or you can do it any time
you feel yourself getting anxious.
First, turn your test paper upside-down on
your desk. Flip over a handout, a book, or any
handy paper object.
Now close your eyes.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Now count to three slowly with me. One, two,
three. Each count should last about one
second. Hold it for just a moment. One
second. OK, now breathe out slowly,. One,
two, three.
That’s it. Do you feel more relaxed?
Some of you might have encountered a similar
breathing technique in yoga or martial arts.
The reason it works here is because deep
breathing stimulates the vagus nerve. The
vagus nerve runs along the center of your
chest. Gesture down along your chest from
collarbone to the bottom of your ribcage.
When your chest expands like this, gesture
across your chest, the vagus nerve tells the
rest of your muscles to take a break and relax,
and that’s how you get this whole-body
response. So this technique is actually based
on science, I promise.
Use this breathing technique any time you feel
yourself getting nervous, not only during a test
but other times in life too.
I also want to mention that it takes less than a
minute to do this, so don’t worry about losing
time on your test. You’ll lose less than a
minute if you try it, and you’ll be able to focus
more on answering the questions afterward.
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LET’S MAKE A PLAN

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

OK, now that I’ve taught you how to breathe,
let’s look at some specific strategies for
approaching reading comprehension
questions on tests.
In fact, we’re going to make a plan.
Now, reading comprehension questions
usually consist of a short or medium passage
of text, about one to three paragraphs,
followed by a set of multiple-choice questions,
maybe between 3 and 8 questions per
section. I’m going to give you a plan on how to
answer those questions, and then we’re going
to practice it.
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A PLAN!

´
´
´
´
´
´
´

Time
2 min

Predict.
Look at the questions (but don’t answer them).
Skim.
Scan.
Read the questions again (and answer them this time).
Now read the text and answer the rest of the questions.
Skip around if you need to (but come back later!).

Activity

Materials

Here’s the plan.
First step: Look at the title of the passage first,
if it has one, and see if you can predict what
the reading is going to be about.
Second step: look over the questions at the
end, but don’t answer them. Look for
keywords, facts you might want to find, ideas
that you need to pay attention to.
Third step: Quickly skim the reading just to
get the main idea of it.
Fourth step: Now take a little more time and
scan for those facts and keywords. Take
notes on your scrap paper.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Step five: now read the passage more
thoroughly. Don’t try to translate every word
because that will take too much time. Just do
the best you can to understand what you’re
reading.
The final step is to answer the questions. Skip
around and answer the easy ones first, but
don’t forget to come back and tackle the hard
ones. Manage your time. Use your notes to
answer those factual questions that you
scanned the answer for.
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1. PREDICT
• Read the title first.
• What do you think
the article will be
about?
• Write a prediction
on your scrap
paper.

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

OK, let’s practice some of these steps a little.
First, let’s practice prediction.

Title Prediction
Worksheet (see
Appendix)

Distribute Title Prediction Worksheet (see
Appendix). Alternately, write a selection of
titles on the chalkboard, whiteboard, or
presentation pad.
Ask students to write or state a prediction
based on the title of the article. If needed,
guide them through making guesses from
context. Invite them to discuss their reasoning.

Whiteboard,
chalkboard, or
presentation pad
plus writing
implements

Next, write the title of the upcoming reading on
the whiteboard, chalkboard, or presentation
pad and solicit predictions:
“It’s Alarming: What Wakes You Up Each
Morning?”
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2. LOOK AT THE
QUESTIONS
• Read the test
questions quickly.
• Identify important
keywords.
• What kind of
questions are they?
• Factual
• Structure/Purpose
• Inference
• Etc.

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Now let’s practice the second step of our plan.
Before you start to read the reading selection,
look at the questions you’re going to answer.
Don’t spend a lot of time here, but see if you
can identify some keywords, and if you can tell
what kind of questions they are. Are they
factual? Are they asking about the structure or
purpose of the reading? Do they want you to
infer something from the text that isn’t actually
stated outright? Discuss the answers with your
neighbor.

Reading
Questions
Worksheet (see
Appendix)

Distribute Reading Questions Worksheet (see
Appendix). After the pair discussion, lead a
short group discussion of each question,
identifying keywords and type of question
aloud.
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3. SKIM
• To skim is to read
quickly to get the
general idea.
• Read the intro, topic
sentences,
conclusion.
• Skip unfamiliar
words and
unnecessary details.
• Practice: time
yourself!

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Let’s practice the third step of our master plan
now. I’m going to give you a short sample
reading. You have one minute to skim the
text. Don’t read every sentence! Try to just get
the main idea. Read the first paragraph, last
paragraph, and the topic sentences of each
paragraph. Skip all the details and ignore any
words you don’t know.

Reading Text
Worksheet (see
Appendix)
Timer

Distribute Reading Text Worksheet face-down.
(see Appendix). Set a timer for one minute.
Students flip over the worksheet when
instructor says Go. Instruct students to flip it
back to face-down when the timer rings. Lead
a short discussion about the main idea(s) of
the text.
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4. SCAN
• To scan is to look
quickly through a
text for specific
information.
• Look for details,
facts, names,
numbers, keywords.
• Practice: Time
yourself!

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

The next step of our plan is to scan for
specific information. We’re looking for facts
and details that can help us answer the
questions we looked at earlier. Again, you will
have one minute to scan the text.

Reading Text
Worksheet
Timer

Set a timer for one minute. Students flip over
the worksheet when instructor says Go.
Instruct students to flip it back to face-down
when the timer rings. Lead a short discussion
about the details students discovered.
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5. ANSWER (SOME
OF) THE QUESTIONS
• Answer the
questions that you
can figure out just
from skimming and
scanning.
• Skip around!

Time
2 min

Activity

Materials

Now try to answer some of the easy questions
just from what you learned from skimming
and scanning. If you don’t know the answer
to a question yet, just skip it. Again, I am going
to time you for one minute.

Reading
Questions
Worksheet
Timer

Set the timer for one minute. Instruct students
to turn worksheet face-down when the timer
goes off.
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6. READ THE TEXT
(FINALLY!)
• Now go ahead
and read the text
thoroughly.
• Answer the rest of
the questions.

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Now go ahead and answer the rest of the
questions.

Reading
Questions
Worksheet.

Review the answers to the questions with the
group.
Check in with students as to how the plan
worked for them.
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UNDERSTAND NEW
WORDS IN
CONTEXT

´ Try to figure out unfamiliar
words from context.
´ Read not only the whole
sentence, but the whole
paragraph around it.
´ Be a word detective: look for
clues!

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

I have one more exercise left for you, one
more strategy. I’m going to give you a little
practice on how to figure out what new and
unfamiliar words mean from context.

Reading Text
Worksheet

So take another look at your reading. Are
there any words that you don’t know the
meaning of?
Use student input to lead a discussion on
decoding keywords from context. Help
students identify part of speech (noun,
adjective, adverb, etc.) – these are the clues.
Look also at morphemes (prefixes, suffixes,
word roots, etc.). Encourage students to make
educated guesses.
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ACADEMIC
VOCABULARY
TO WATCH FOR

Pay attention to words like:
´ Analyze

´ Impact

´ Evaluate

´ Data

´ Compare

´ Approximate

´ Contrast

´ Similar

´ Formulate

´ Classify

´ Infer

´ Majority

´ Describe

´ Associate

´ Conclusion

´ Eliminate

´ Persuade

´ Maintain

´ Sequence

´ Obtain

´ Represent

´ Diagram

´ Investigate

´ Characteristic

´ Explain

´ Determine

´ Historically

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

We don’t have time to go into too much detail,
but I’m going to give you a list of words that
you should try to learn. These are academic
vocabulary words that test writers like to
include in their questions.

Academic
Vocabulary
Worksheet (see
Appendix)

Are there any words here you already know
the meanings of?
Write student definitions on the whiteboard,
chalkboard, or presentation pad.

Whiteboard,
chalkboard, or
presentation pad,
plus writing
implements

You can take the rest of these home as
homework to help you study. Distribute
Academic Vocabulary Worksheet.
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WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Lead a discussion with students about other
reading comprehension and/or test-taking
strategies that they’ve used in the past.
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THE END!

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Answer any last questions from students,
thank them for attending, and wish them luck
for the future.
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MCQ Test-Taking Skills
Workshop 3:
Grammar

55

Agenda

Welcome (Slide 1)

2 min.

Warm-up (Slide 2)

3 min.

Review: General Skills
(Slides 3-6)

13 min.

Grammar Identification
(Slides 7-9)

11 min.

Error Correction
(Slides 10-11)

11 min.

Activity: Write Your Own
Question (Slide 12-13)

13 min.

Discussion (Slide 14)

5 min.

Close (Slide 15)

2 min.
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Mastering
Multiple-Choice
Tests 3: Grammar

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Welcome
Greet workshop participants, ask their names
[and what class they are taking if appropriate]
and introduce yourself.

Projector + Laptop
+ PPT
Presentation
AND/OR
Whiteboard/
Chalkboard plus
markers/chalk
AND/OR paper
easel plus
markers

Introduce the title and subject of the
workshop, e.g. Welcome to my workshop on
Mastering Grammar Multiple Choice
Questions.
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What Parts of Grammar Make
You ANXIOUS?

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Warm-Up

Whiteboard or
chalkboard or
presentation pad
plus writing
implements

Ask students, What parts of grammar make
you anxious? Write the answers on the board.
We’re going to try to give you some tools
today to help reduce your anxiety.
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BE
PREPARED

• Get a good night’s sleep.
• Eat a good breakfast.
• Bring scrap paper, extra pencils, and an
eraser.
• Bring a bottle of water and a snack.
• Watch the caffeine.
• Arrive early (and double-check the
location).

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

This workshop is going to focus on how to
answer grammar questions, but let’s start out
by talking about some simple test preparation
steps you can take no matter what kind of test
you’re facing.
The first best thing you can do is be
prepared. Get a good night’s sleep the night
before. In the morning, eat a good nutritious
breakfast. But don’t load up on caffeine,
because that can cause you problems with
concentration and stress your body out as
well. Bring extra pencils and some scrap
paper just in case. And try to get to the testing
room early if you can.
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MANAGE
YOUR TIME

• Estimate how much time you
have to answer each question
(time of test section divided by
number of questions).
• Give yourself time to read the
directions as well, and time to
check your answers.
• Answer the easy questions first.
• Keep your eye on the clock as
you work.

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

The second best thing you can do to help
prepare yourself is to plan your time.
Once you’re handed your test, count how
many questions there are in the section you’re
working on, and divide the time you have to
work on the test by the number of questions.
This will help you estimate how much time you
should spend on each question.
Don’t forget to allow yourself extra time to
thoroughly read the directions, as well as time
to check your answers.
Managing your time will also help you manage
your anxiety, because it prevents that lastminute ”oh no I’m running out of time!” panic.
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JUST
BREATHE

Time
5 min

•

Turn your test paper over and don’t look
at it.

•

Straighten up in your chair.

•

Close your eyes.

•

Breathe in through your nose while
counting slowly to five.

•

Hold your breath for a second or two.

•

Breathe out through your mouth while
counting slowly to five.

•

Repeat for up to three breaths in a row.

Activity

Materials

Breathing Activity

Handout, book, or
any similar paperbased object

OK, so now you’re in the test room, and you
can feel yourself getting nervous. I’m going to
teach you a quick breathing technique that
can help you relax. You can do this right at the
beginning of a test, or you can do it any time
you feel yourself getting anxious.
First, turn your test paper upside-down on
your desk. Flip over a handout, a book, or any
handy paper object.
Now close your eyes.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Now count to three slowly with me. One, two,
three. Each count should last about one
second. Hold it for just a moment. One
second. OK, now breathe out slowly,. One,
two, three.
That’s it. Do you feel more relaxed?
Some of you might have encountered a similar
breathing technique in yoga or martial arts.
The reason tt works here is because deep
breathing stimulates the vagus nerve. The
vagus nerve runs along the center of your
chest. Gesture down along your chest from
collarbone to the bottom of your ribcage.
When your chest expands like this, gesture
across your chest, the vagus nerve tells the
rest of your muscles to take a break and relax,
and that’s how you get this whole-body
response. So this technique is actually based
on science, I promise.
Use this breathing technique any time you feel
yourself getting nervous, not only during a test
but other times in life too.
I also want to mention that it takes less than a
minute to do this, so don’t worry about losing
time on your test. You’ll lose less than a
minute if you try it, and you’ll be able to focus
more on answering the questions afterward.
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TWO STRATEGIES TO USE

Time
6 min

Eliminate Wrong
Answers

Choose The MostRight Answer

1) The sun was out, the sky
was _______.
2) A) red
3) B) azure
4) C) green
5) D) vermilion

1) The sun was out, the sky
was ______.
2) A) up
3) B) hazy
4) C) air
5) D) blue

Activity

Materials

Now let’s look at two strategies that can help
you answer multiple-choice questions in
particular.
The first strategy you should try is to
eliminate wrong choices.
Let’s look at the first question. If you are not
using the PPT slides, write the question on the
whiteboard, chalkboard or paper presentation
pad. Read the stem question and the choices
out loud.
There are a couple words here that you
probably don’t know the meaning of. That’s
OK. Because you can probably look at the
answers and eliminate one or two even if you
don’t know what all the words mean.
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

Ask students to eliminate one answer. If using
whiteboard, chalkboard, or presentation pad,
cross it out. Ask them to eliminate a second
answer.
Students will almost always eliminate red and
green here.
OK, now you have two answers left. At this
point, it’s OK to guess. Before, if you just
guessed blindly, you would have had a 1 in 4
chance of getting the answer right. Now,
however, you have a 1 in 2 chance. You have
a 50/50 chance of getting it right! By
eliminating the answers you know are wrong,
you’ve improved your odds.
Now, if any of you speak French, you might
know that the right answer is azure, which
means light blue. Vermilion, by the way,
means red. Which brings us to another
strategy: if you have two choices that mean
the same thing, like red and vermilion here –
point to the two options – well, you can’t
choose both, so that means they’re both
probably wrong and you can cross them both
out. If you are using a whiteboard, chalkboard,
or presentation pad, cross them out (again).
[continued]
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Time

Activity

Materials

The next strategy I want to show you is
choosing the most-right answer. Sometimes
a multiple-choice question will have two or
more choices that look like they both might be
correct. But usually one is more correct than
the rest, and that’s the answer you should put
on your answer sheet.
Let’s look at this example. If not using PPT
slides, write the question on whiteboard,
chalkboard, or presentation pad.
Read the question and the choices out loud.
Now we can eliminate at least one choice here
as just wrong. Let students name air as the
wrong choice. If using whiteboard, chalkboard,
or presentation pad, cross air out.
Lead a discussion about the remaining
choices. Up and hazy both work
grammatically, but are they the most-right
answer? The most-right answer is blue. If
using whiteboard, chalkboard, or presentation
pad, cross out answers as students eliminate
choices until only blue is left.
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WHAT KIND
OF
QUESTION IS
IT?

Time
1 min

• Is the question about…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Verb tense?
Verb form?
Parallel structure?
Subject-verb agreement?
Sentence structure?
Word order?
Connecting words?
The passive voice?
Questions?
Imperatives?
Negations?
Conditionals?
Something else?

Activity

Materials

Now let’s look specifically at multiple-choice
grammar questions and some strategies that
might help you answer them.
The first thing you should try to do when
reading a grammar question is figure out what
kind of question it is.
What part of grammar is it asking about? It it
testing your knowledge of verb forms, of verb
tense? Is it about word order? Sentence
structure? Subject-verb agreement? Take a
minute to look at the question and see if you
can guess. It will help you decide what the
right answer should be.
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PRACTICE: IDENTIFY THE GRAMMAR

Time
5 min

1. In order to be a good bookstore
clerk, you ______ be polite to the
customers.
a. will
b. must
c. can
d. would

1. Josef _____ the jar when he
dropped it on the floor.
a. breaks
b. breaked
c. broke
d. broked

2. I wish I had enough money for
a ticket, ______ I don’t think I can
afford it.
a. and
b. but
c. so
d. for

2. ___________ to the zoo
tomorrow?
a. Olga is going
b. Is Olga going
c. Is going Olga
d. Is Olga to go

Activity

Materials

Let’s practice and see if we can identify what
part of grammar these questions are testing.
Lead a group discussion of the first four
questions. Solicit answers from students and
discuss clues that might lead them to the right
answer.
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PRACTICE: IDENTIFY THE GRAMMAR (2)

Time
5 min

1. The place _____ we used to
meet has closed.
a. whom
b. where
c. if
d. when

1. She was running late so she
_______ ate her breakfast.
a. quick
b. quicker
c. quickening
d. quickly

2. Please take care ____ your
brother.
a. at
b. and
c. of
d. by

2. He seems _____ now that he’s
talked to his daughter.
a. happier
b. happiest
c. happening
d. happily

Activity

Materials

Lead a group discussion of the second set of
four grammar questions. Solicit answers from
students and discuss clues that might lead
them to the right answer.
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GRAMMAR QUESTION TYPES
Traditional
(Fill in the Blank)
1. ______ he know where the
bathroom is?
a. Does
b. Can
c. Will
d. How

Time
1 min

Error Correction

1. I want to flies an airplane
A
B
but I don’t know how.
C
D

Activity

Materials

There are actually two common types of
grammar question. One is the traditional fill-inthe-blank type of question, like the ones we
just saw. But there’s another type of question
you’re likely to see, and that’s the error
correction type of question. Let’s take a
closer look at it.
Explain the format of the error correction
question and how to answer. Let students
provide the correct choice here.
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ERROR CORRECTION IS HARD…
• …but mostly because it’s unfamiliar.
• Use your strategies.
– Eliminate “wrong” answers.
– Pick the most “right” answer.

• Practice!

Time
10 min

Activity

Materials

A lot of students find this kind of question
harder than the fill-in-the-blank kind of
question, but remember, you don’t have to
know how to fix the error, you just have to
know which answer is wrong.

Error Correction
Worksheet (see
Appendix)

And you can figure out the answer by using
your strategies. Remember: eliminate wrong
answers, pick the most-right answer.
I’m going to give you a chance to practice
now. Distribute the Error Correction
Worksheet. After students have filled it out,
have them discuss answers with each other in
pairs or groups, then share and discuss
answers with the whole workshop.
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WRITE YOUR OWN
QUESTIONS!

Time
1 min

Activity

Materials

Another good way to get comfortable with
multiple-choice grammar questions is to write
your own questions. It’s good practice and it
helps you really think about how these
questions work.
Divide workshop participants into four groups.
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SAMPLE QUESTIONS
1. I took the swimming test to prove that I _______. [to swim]
2. I ______ my foot playing soccer yesterday, and now I can hardly walk. [to
hurt]
3. Alma _______ Pashto, Dari, Arabic, and English. [to speak]
4. If it rains, you ________ wet. [to get]

Time
12 min

Activity

Materials

Assign each group one question from the
slide. (If using chalkboard, whiteboard, or
presentation pad, write the questions down.)

Chalkboard,
whiteboard, or
presentation pad

Tell them to write one correct answer and
three incorrect answers (distractors) for a total
of four. The base form of the verb they are
using is provided; they have to figure out the
right answer as well as the wrong answers.
Have each group present their question and
answers – groups should write their choices
on the whiteboard, chalkboard, or presentation
pad. Let the other three groups guess choose
the correct answer out loud.
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WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

Time
5 min

Activity

Materials

Lead a whole-group discussion with students
about other grammar and/or general testtaking strategies that they’ve used in the past.
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GOOD LUCK!

Time
3 min

Activity

Materials

Answer any last questions from students,
thank them for attending, and wish them luck
for the future.
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A Quiz! Test-Taking Strategies
Choose the best answer from the options provided.
Practice your strategies!
1. When you are answering a
question, you should:
a. Read all possible answers, then
decide
b. Guess immediately
c. Mark the first good answer
d. Mark any two answers
2. If you come to a really hard problem,
you should:
a. Spend a lot of time working on the
problem
b. Skip the problem and come back to
it
c. Guess immediately
d. Mark any two answers
3. Which questions should you do
first?
a. The ones you know
b. The ones you don’t know
c. All the questions should be done in
order
d. The ones that look hardest

4. For each section, the first thing you
should do is:
a. Answer the questions
b. Fill in all the bubbles
c. Panic
d. Read the directions
5. What is the best advice for preparing
for a test?
a. Get a good night’s rest and eat a
good breakfast before the test
b. Stay up late studying the night
before the test
c. Stay up late the night before the test
worrying about your grade
d. Drink lots of caffeine the morning
before a test
6. What is the most important thing to
remember when you are taking the
test?
a. You must get a perfect score or else
b. You should be the first person done
c. You should do the very best you can
d. You should guess wildly wherever
you can
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Make A Prediction
Read the titles provided. Write a short prediction
about what you think the essay will be about (its
topic or main idea) in the space provided.
1. On Seeing England For The First Time

2. Thanksgiving in Mongolia

3. Life with Daughters: Watching the Miss America Pageant

4. How The Chili Pepper Took Over The World

5. Is Love (Color) Blind?

6. My Grandma The Poisoner

7. Who Owns The West?

8. Why No One Watches Baseball Any More

9. Ten Notes on Oscar Weekend
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Reading Questions
Answer the questions, using your skimming and scanning
skills when possible.
1.
a.
b.
c.
d.

What is the best way to wake up to an alarm?
Wake up to an alarm with a beeping sound.
Wake up to an alarm with outdoor noises like birds.
Wake up to an alarm with a musical sound.
Turn off the alarm for a short time before getting up.

2. How long can the effects of sleep inertia last?
a. Up to thirty minutes
b. As long as four hours
c. For the entire day
d. As long as one hour
3. What advice do researchers have for people suffering from grogginess?
a. Take a nap later in the day
b. Stay in bed longer to wake up
c. Drink an extra cup of coffee
d. Be careful doing dangerous tasks
4. What advice does Dr. Quan give?
a. Make sure your bedroom is warm
b. Sleep extra hours on weekends
c. Avoid using electronics in bed
d. Play soft music at bedtime
5. Why is sleep inertia a particular problem for firefighters and pilots?
a. Their schedules tend to be very irregular, resulting in interrupted sleep
b. They tend to use loud, blaring alarms
c. They consume too much caffeine to cope with sleep inertia, which is bad for
their health
d. They need to be alert and focused to do their job well and avoid accidents
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Sample Reading Passage:

“It’s Alarming: What Wakes You Up Each Morning?”

Source: Voice of America, https://learningenglish.voanews.com/a/it-s-alarming-what-wakes-you-up-each-morning/5287625.html Used with permission.
How do you wake up in the morning?
If you set an alarm on your phone or clock that sounds like this:
beep beep beep
That hard, unpleasant sound may be making it harder to shake off the sleepy feeling in the morning known as
grogginess.
So, is there a better way to wake up? A recent study says yes. The answer is music. Researchers say alarms that have a
melody – like the beginning of this song – can help people feel fresher in the morning.
The study, carried out by researchers in Australia, involved 50 people. The study subjects answered questions about the
alarm sound they like to wake up to, how they feel about that sound and how they feel when they wake up. The findings
appeared this month in the publication PloS One.
The researchers found that people who wake up to musical alarms reported feeling more awake and alert.
Stuart McFarlane was a lead writer of the study. He told VOA, “We are very surprised by these findings as one might
expect a harsh beeping sound to be more successful,” at waking up a person.
Sleep inertia is another term for grogginess. It means a person has a heavy feeling when waking up, and has trouble
getting moving again after sleeping.
McFarlane said people need to better understand sleep inertia’s harmful effects on human performance later in the day.
The grogginess we may feel in the morning usually lasts for up to 30 minutes. But he said it has been reported to last from two
to four hours.
Not everyone will experience the full effect. But for those who do, “care should be taken” when performing duties that
require a top performance within this period, he said. This includes “dangerous tasks like driving or riding our bikes” shortly
after waking up.
The same is true for people who work in dangerous situations shortly after they wake. They include firefighters and
pilots.
Sleep inertia has been linked to major accidents including airplane and shipping crashes.
Why is music better?

So, what makes musical alarms better for waking up?
The researchers think the music may be more successful in reducing sleep inertia because it has several tones, compared
to the single tone of a “beeping” alarm. McFarlane said that the changes over time between the music tones may help increase
a person’s attention when waking from sleep.
But, he added, “it is early days though and more work is needed” to fully know the answer.
And is there a kind of music that is best to wake up to? There may be, McFarlane said.
“We could suggest alarm sounds that are tune full and easy to hum or sing along with. The current sounds I have been
using include ‘Close to me’ by the Cure and ‘Borderline’ by Madonna.”
No matter how you wake up, experts say, the amount of sleep you get also matters – a lot.
Dr. Stuart F. Quan is the clinical director of the Division of Sleep and Circadian Rhythm Disorders at Brigham and
Women’s Hospital in Boston, Massachusetts. He offered some suggestions for how people can get better sleep and feel fresh
each morning.
•

Establish regular hours. Go to bed and wake up at the same time every day, even on weekends. Researchers recommend
getting at least seven hours of sleep a night.

•

Create a sleep-friendly room. It should be completely dark while sleeping. Place your bed away from windows. Try to make
sure it is quiet and cool.

•

Exercise. Most studies show that usual exercise -- three or four times a week -- helps improve sleep.

•

Try not to use electronics in bed. Turn off your cell phone before bed, or put it on the “do not disturb” setting.

•

Avoid large meals before bedtime.

•

Limit nicotine, caffeine, and alcohol before bed.

•

Be more active during the day. This can help you fall asleep more quickly and easily.
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Academic Vocabulary

These are some words that appear frequently in academic
writing, and are also often used in test questions. Try to learn
their definitions and add them to your working vocabulary.
Analyze

Investigate

Evaluate

Explain

Compare

Historically

Contrast

Impact

Formulate

Data

Infer

Approximate

Describe

Similar

Conclusion

Classify

Persuade

Majority

Sequence

Associate

Represent

Eliminate

Maintain

Characteristic

Obtain

Determine

Diagram
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Extra Practice: Error Correction
Each sentence has one error. When you find it, circle the
letter underneath the error.
1. Broccoli is an ancient vegetable, having been grown for over 2000 years. The
A
B
word “broccoli” to come from the Italian word “brocco,” which means “arm”
C
D
or “branch.”
2. Broccoli usually grows best in cool climates; however, new varieties that
A
B
grow well in hotter conditions are recently developed in Taiwan.
C
D
3. Broccoli is one of the most popular vegetables of the United States, although
A
not everyone likes it.
D

B

C

4. Most varieties of broccoli are green, or there are some that are purple.
A
B
C
D
5. One famous person which disliked broccoli was former U.S. president
A
B
George Bush. When he announced that he never ate it, broccoli sales plunged.
C
D

[continued]
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Extra Practice: Error Correction (2)
Each sentence has one error. When you find it, circle the
letter underneath the error.
6. Greetings from San Francisco! We have been having a wonderful time here.
A
B
The weather were lovely, the city is charming, and the people are unexpectedly
C
D
friendly.
7. We are visit many of the usual tourist sites, including the Golden Gate
A
Bridge, and if we have time I would love to visit more.
B
C
D
8. When you come in August, I will like to get tickets to see Beach Blanket
A
B
C
Babylon. I think it will be fun to see it together.
D
10. Please to tell my sister that I have taken many photos of the Golden Gate Bridge
A
B
C
for her.
D
9. I missing you very much and I can’t wait to hear from you.
A
B
C
D
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MASTERING MULTIPLE-CHOICE
QUESTIONS
(1)
Taming Test Anxiety

HOW DO YOU
FEEL ABOUT
MULTIPLE-CHOICE
TESTS?

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU TAKE
A TEST?

“very worried about
something that may
happen so that you

think about it all the
time” (Longmans)
ANXIETY: DEFINITION

Anxiety (n.)
Anxieties (n. pl.)
Anxious (adj.)
Anxiously (adv.)

Synonyms:
Nervousness
Fear
Worry
Unease
Stress
To be anxious = to be worried

• Sweatiness
• Increased heart rate

PHYSIOLOGICAL
SYMPTOMS

Physiological means…

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fast breathing
Nausea
Dizziness
Feeling too cold or too hot
Shaking or trembling
Feeling unable to hold still
Tight muscles
Feeling weak or tired (fatigue)
Headache

“very worried about
something that may
happen so that you

think about it all the
time” (Longmans)

• Can’t concentrate or focus
• Easily distracted
• Negative thoughts (“I’m going
to fail!”)
• Intense feelings of fear

COGNITIVE SYMPTOMS

Cognitive means…

• Grumpiness
• “Tuning out”’

WHAT CAN YOU DO ABOUT IT?

Before the test…

• Get a good night’s
sleep.
• Eat a good breakfast.

BE PREPARED!

• Bring scrap paper,
extra pencils, and an
eraser.
• Bring a bottle of water
and a snack.
• Watch the caffeine.
• Arrive early (and
double-check the
location).

TEST TIME!

PLAN YOUR TIME

• Estimate how much time you
have to answer each question
(time of test section divided by
number of questions).
• Give yourself time to read the
directions as well, and time to
check your answers.
• Keep your eye on the clock as
you work.

JUST BREATHE.

BREATHING EXERCISE

• Turn your test paper over and
don’t look at it.
• Straighten up in your chair.
• Close your eyes.
• Breathe in through your nose
while counting slowly to three.
• Hold your breath for a second
or two.
• Breathe out through your
mouth while counting slowly to
three.
• Repeat for up to three breaths
in a row.

EASY QUESTIONS FIRST!

READ THE WHOLE ITEM

1) The sun was out, the sky was
_______.
2) A) red
ELIMINATE WRONG
CHOICES

3) B) azure
4) C) green
5) D) vermilion

1) The sun was out, the sky was
______.
2) A) up
CHOOSE THE MOST-RIGHT
ANSWER

3) B) hazy
4) C) air
5) D) blue

EXTRA TIME?

• Did you leave any questions
blank? Fill them in.
• Double-check your answers.
• Take another deep relaxing
breath (or two, or three).

Stem

ANATOMY OF A
MULTIPLE-CHOICE
QUESTION

1) ______ he know where the bathroom
is?
a. Does
b. Can
c. Will
d. How

Distractors

Answer

ACTIVITY:
A, B, C, D

1) A 2019 study ______ that
there was little evidence that
cutting back on red meat
consumption improved health
outcomes overall.
2) A) found
3) B) was found
4) C) was finding
5) D) has find

WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

PRACTICE QUIZ!

GOOD LUCK!

Mastering MultipleChoice Tests: Reading

But First: A QUIZ!

QUIZ
1) To understand the 2) To determine the 3) Reading tests
structure of a
main idea of a
present new
paragraph, try:
paragraph, try:
vocabulary in _____ .

4) This quiz is too
_________.

a) proofreading

a) summarizing

a) conduct

a) easy

b) annotating

b) supervising

b) conflict

b) hard

c) sanitizing

c) syncopating

c) combat

c) silly

d) outlining

d) relaxing

d) context

d) short

BE PREPARED

´ Get a good night’s sleep.
´ Eat a good breakfast.
´ Bring scrap paper, extra pencils,
and an eraser.
´ Bring a bottle of water and a
snack.
´ Watch the caffeine.
´ Arrive early (and double-check
the location).

MANAGE YOUR
TIME

´ Estimate how much time you
have to answer each question
(time of test section divided by
number of questions).
´ Give yourself time to read the
directions as well, and time to
check your answers.
´ Keep your eye on the clock as
you work.

BREATHE

´ Turn your test paper over and don’t
look at it.
´ Straighten up in your chair.
´ Close your eyes.
´ Breathe in through your nose while
counting slowly to five.
´ Hold your breath for a second or two.
´ Breathe out through your mouth while
counting slowly to five.
´ Repeat for up to three breaths in a row.

LET’S MAKE A PLAN

A PLAN!

´
´
´
´
´
´
´

Predict.
Look at the questions (but don’t answer them).
Skim.
Scan.
Read the questions again (and answer them this time).
Now read the text and answer the rest of the questions.
Skip around if you need to (but come back later!).

1. PREDICT
• Read the title first.
• What do you think
the article will be
about?
• Write a prediction
on your scrap
paper.

2. LOOK AT THE
QUESTIONS
• Read the test
questions quickly.
• Identify important
keywords.
• What kind of
questions are they?
• Factual
• Structure/Purpose
• Inference
• Etc.

3. SKIM
• To skim is to read
quickly to get the
general idea.
• Read the intro, topic
sentences,
conclusion.
• Skip unfamiliar
words and
unnecessary details.
• Practice: time
yourself!

4. SCAN
• To scan is to look
quickly through a
text for specific
information.
• Look for details,
facts, names,
numbers, keywords.
• Practice: Time
yourself!

5. ANSWER (SOME
OF) THE QUESTIONS
• Answer the
questions that you
can figure out just
from skimming and
scanning.
• Skip around!

6. READ THE TEXT
(FINALLY!)
• Now go ahead
and read the text
thoroughly.
• Answer the rest of
the questions.

UNDERSTAND NEW
WORDS IN
CONTEXT

´ Try to figure out unfamiliar
words from context.
´ Read not only the whole
sentence, but the whole
paragraph around it.
´ Be a word detective: look for
clues!

ACADEMIC
VOCABULARY
TO WATCH FOR

Pay attention to words like:
´ Analyze

´ Impact

´ Evaluate

´ Data

´ Compare

´ Approximate

´ Contrast

´ Similar

´ Formulate

´ Classify

´ Infer

´ Majority

´ Describe

´ Associate

´ Conclusion

´ Eliminate

´ Persuade

´ Maintain

´ Sequence

´ Obtain

´ Represent

´ Diagram

´ Investigate

´ Characteristic

´ Explain

´ Determine

´ Historically

WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

THE END!

Mastering
Multiple-Choice
Tests 3: Grammar

What Parts of Grammar Make
You ANXIOUS?

BE
PREPARED

• Get a good night’s sleep.
• Eat a good breakfast.
• Bring scrap paper, extra pencils, and an
eraser.
• Bring a bottle of water and a snack.
• Watch the caffeine.
• Arrive early (and double-check the
location).

MANAGE
YOUR TIME

• Estimate how much time you
have to answer each question
(time of test section divided by
number of questions).
• Give yourself time to read the
directions as well, and time to
check your answers.
• Answer the easy questions first.
• Keep your eye on the clock as
you work.

JUST
BREATHE

•

Turn your test paper over and don’t look
at it.

•

Straighten up in your chair.

•

Close your eyes.

•

Breathe in through your nose while
counting slowly to five.

•

Hold your breath for a second or two.

•

Breathe out through your mouth while
counting slowly to five.

•

Repeat for up to three breaths in a row.

TWO STRATEGIES TO USE
Eliminate Wrong
Answers

Choose The MostRight Answer

1) The sun was out, the sky
was _______.
2) A) red
3) B) azure
4) C) green
5) D) vermilion

1) The sun was out, the sky
was ______.
2) A) up
3) B) hazy
4) C) air
5) D) blue

WHAT KIND
OF
QUESTION IS
IT?

• Is the question about…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Verb tense?
Verb form?
Parallel structure?
Subject-verb agreement?
Sentence structure?
Word order?
Connecting words?
The passive voice?
Questions?
Imperatives?
Negations?
Conditionals?
Something else?

PRACTICE: IDENTIFY THE GRAMMAR
1. In order to be a good bookstore
clerk, you ______ be polite to the
customers.
a. will
b. must
c. can
d. would

1. Josef _____ the jar when he
dropped it on the floor.
a. breaks
b. breaked
c. broke
d. broked

2. I wish I had enough money for
a ticket, ______ I don’t think I can
afford it.
a. and
b. but
c. so
d. for

2. ___________ to the zoo
tomorrow?
a. Olga is going
b. Is Olga going
c. Is going Olga
d. Is Olga to go

PRACTICE: IDENTIFY THE GRAMMAR (2)
1. The place _____ we used to
meet has closed.
a. whom
b. where
c. if
d. when

1. She was running late so she
_______ ate her breakfast.
a. quick
b. quicker
c. quickening
d. quickly

2. Please take care ____ your
brother.
a. at
b. and
c. of
d. by

2. He seems _____ now that he’s
talked to his daughter.
a. happier
b. happiest
c. happening
d. happily

GRAMMAR QUESTION TYPES
Traditional
(Fill in the Blank)
1. ______ he know where the
bathroom is?
a. Does
b. Can
c. Will
d. How

Error Correction

1. I want to flies an airplane
A
B
but I don’t know how.
C
D

ERROR CORRECTION IS HARD…
• …but mostly because it’s unfamiliar.
• Use your strategies.
– Eliminate “wrong” answers.
– Pick the most “right” answer.

• Practice!

WRITE YOUR OWN
QUESTIONS!

SAMPLE QUESTIONS
1. I took the swimming test to prove that I _______. [to swim]
2. I ______ my foot playing soccer yesterday, and now I can hardly walk. [to
hurt]
3. Alma _______ Pashto, Dari, Arabic, and English. [to speak]
4. If it rains, you ________ wet. [to get]

WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

GOOD LUCK!

